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Chapter One 


Mid-January rains sluiced smog from the air over downtown 
Los Angeles, brought oil up from the well-baked asphalt, and 
contributed to several nasty accidents on the principal 
freeways. As familiar as the song of birds, residents rose to 
the wail of sirens. 


At 4:00 a.m., the parking lot at the corner of Wilshire and 
Santa Monica Boulevards would have been completely 
empty if it weren’t for the considerable number of police 
cars and wagons scattered across it. 


One of the men standing within the area marked out with 
crime scene tape took a wet cigarette from his mouth, 
frowned at it, and threw it to the ground. “Thought I'd left 
this weather in Seattle.” 


The tall black woman standing near him clutched a long 
wool coat around herself and frowned at the asphalt which 
her partner had just littered. There were hundreds of 
cigarettes on the ground. A few spent condoms. Gum. 
Chewed highball straws. “Bet we get lots of DNA from this 
scene.” 


“Half of West Hollywood, probably,” said the man, grimacing 
and searching his pockets for another cigarette. 


Kate Crandall cast a glance at her partner. Bill Turner had 
made his views on contemporary crime scene investigation 
technology abundantly clear to her privately, but he seemed 
able to keep his opinions to himself publicly. 


Now he managed to shield the flame long enough to light 
his cigarette, shook out the match, and said merely, “We 


got ID?” 


“Vic’s name is Pablo Neruda,” said a uniformed cop, reading 
from a clipboard. “Of Compton. Twenty-three years old. His 
companion is at Queen of Angels with a gunshot wound and 
battery.” 
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“Ah,” said Kate, squatting down next to the corpse. 
“Eighteenth Street Bloods had their birthday last week.” 


The LA gangs celebrated on the month and day indicated by 
the name of the street they took. Most of them were 
summer months, as the streets were far enough south to be 
in the high double digits. But the Eighteenth Street Bloods 
were an old group, spread out across several districts, and 
they celebrated in January. 


A Latino man from Compton dead of gunshot wounds in a 
parking lot was almost a no-brainer. 


“Payback,” said the cop. 
“Almost a no-brainer,” said Bill, drily. 


Kate quelled a smile. Only she could hear the sarcasm in 
that statement. Now Bill dug in the pockets of his coat and 
brought out a pad and pen. The pad was blue. All of Bill’s 
pads were blue, Kate had learned. And he always wrote in 
them with a blue Bic finepoint. 


He walked around the corpse, studying the ground. Brains 
and blood and bits of Neruda’s skull were collecting in little 
puddles around his head. A foot away, the pavement 
seemed relatively clear. “He was already on the ground 
when he was shot,” said Bill. 


Kate used a capped pen to lift the edge of the vic’s jacket. 
The face and neck were bloodied and bruised. The marks 
looked fresh. They had probably risen to the surface of the 
man’s skin after he’d died. They’d get a report on 
everything later, but nothing beat actually seeing things. 
“Somebody beat the shit out of him first. Look at his face, 
Bill.” 


Cigarette hanging from between his lips, Bill gazed 
meditatively down at their victim. 


“Crime of passion,” he said. 


Kate dropped the vic’s jacket from the end of her pen. 
“Maybe.” 


A cop with some kind of plastic wrapped around his visor 
hat came strolling up. 


“Who’s the team on this?” he asked. “Me and Pete were first 
on the scene.” 


“Smith hasn’t assigned it yet,” said Kate. “Who called it in?” 


“Valet,” said the officer, jerking his thumb toward a young 
man outlined by cruiser headlights, rain pouring down 
around him, as he waved his arms excitedly. 


“He a witness?” asked Bill. 
“Said he didn’t see anything,” replied the cop. 


Rain poured off the brim of Bill’s hat as he looked down at 
the corpse. “Anybody find the gun?” 


“Nope.” The officer jabbed two fingers toward a pair of 
officers looking through a trash bin. “We're combing the 


area now.” 
“Was he robbed?” 


The cop shook his head, frowning. “Still has his billfold. 
That’s how we ID'd him.” 
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Bill squatted down and looked the body over with a 
practiced eye. Long, lean, tanned arms. Good, strong hands. 
Rain molded a gray T-shirt over a nice six-pack. “Drugs?” he 
asked dubiously. 


“Didn't find any on him,” said the officer. “Maybe in him. 
‘Course, they all take stuff.” 


“They?” asked Bill. 


The cop made a face like he smelled something sour and 
jerked his chin toward the club the parking lot belonged to. 
Bill squinted up at the sign. ARENA -- the rainbow-colored 
letters seemed to drip under the pouring rain. A fairly 
notorious upscale gay dance club, as it happened. 


“Valet said a car crashed the security gate earlier. Just 
before closing. They’re pulling the surveillance tapes now. 
Maybe some guy tried to stop them from stealing his car.” 


Kate frowned at the body. “Seems excessive for a carjack.” 


Another one of the detectives on the scene sauntered up 
and gave Kate a smile. “Smith says this is yours, Crandall.” 


“Oh,” said Kate. “Thanks, Jason.” She and Bill waited until 
he’d walked away and then exchanged looks that were the 


equivalent of pumped fists in the air. 


“So, how we’d luck out?” asked Bill. “A real live dead body. 
You been flirting with the captain, Crandall?” 


“Shit,” said Kate. They hadn’t had a decent assignment in 
weeks. Twice now, they’d been skipped over when their turn 
had come up in the rotation. “That man hates me, Turner.” 


“I thought he hated me,” said Bill, stooping and tipping his 
head close to the ground so he could look under a car. “It’s 
dry under here.” 


“Yeah?” 


“We know where the owner is?” He rose and looked around 
the parking lot. 


Kate waved the officer over and had them run the car’s 
plate. While they stood about, waiting, Bill pulled out 
another cigarette and attempted to light it without the rain 
dousing his match. 


“Those things’ll kill you,” said Kate automatically. 


“One bad habit at a time,” said Bill around the cigarette in 
his mouth. He shook out his match. 


The officer waved them over. “Car belongs to Neruda,” he 
said. “Merry Christmas, Loo.” 


“Hey,” said Bill. “And | expected nothing but coal.” 


“When did it start raining?” asked Kate. Nobody seemed to 
remember. 


Bill, however, thumbed back a few pages in the ubiquitous 
notebook. “Five p.m.,” he said, snapping it closed. 
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Kate nodded. So her partner noted fluctuations in weather. 
No big deal, right? Probably all the police in Seattle did that. 


They got somebody to pop the lock and the CSI techs 
swarmed over the van like hungry ants. Kate and Bill were 
standing there watching when one of the uniformed officers 
came trotting up. 


“Just got news from the hospital. Your other vic’s gonna 
make it, they say.” 


“Thank Christ,” said Kate. At least they’d have a witness. 


“Check out the name.” The officer held out his clipboard so 
that she could see it. Kate read the name, then grabbed the 
clipboard, read it again, then groaned. 


Bill’s frowned suspiciously “What?” 


“Joseph Ryan,” said the cop, grinning. “The” -- he made 
quotation marks in the air with his fingers -- “life partner of 
Robert Lemos.” 


“The Robert Lemos?” asked Bill. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“What was that?” Robert Lemos came running from his 
office into the front room. 


Barefoot and in boxers, the sleeves of the oversized T-shirt 
stretched over his biceps and the tail hung to almost the 
edge of his shorts. His knees hit the floor as he came to a 
Sliding stop next to the man who squatted at the open 
window, pistol pointed toward the brilliantly lit front lawn. 


“Somebody trying to break in, | think, Mr. Lemos,” said the 
man calmly. He turned molasses-colored eyes toward his 
employer, smiling. 


“You shot at them? Jorge, this is not Nicaragua. You can’t 
shoot at people.” 


“I didn’t hit them,” said Jorge. “I think the alarm went off.” 


Sure enough, the phone rang in the hallway and Robert 
trotted over to talk to the security company. 


“Lemos here,” he said, finding his glasses still perched on 
top of his head and laying them carefully on the hallway 
table. “We think we had an attempted...what?” 


“This is Mrs. Pritchard, of Queen of Angels hospital,” said a 
voice. “You are listed as the emergency contact for a Mr. 
Joseph Ryan?” 


A hospital instead of the security company? “Yes?” 
“Mr. Ryan has been shot.” 


Robert actually felt his heart stop, the thud of it hitting his 
rib cage and bouncing back, stunned and heavy, into his 
chest. He stared up at Jorge, who gazed back with those 
warm eyes. 


“Is he...?” he asked. 
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He managed to pick the words, “surgery” and “critical” from 
the flow of information coming over the line, then the voice 
seemed to drown in the sudden buzzing in his ears. 


Robert’s knees were suddenly cold and he realized he was 
kneeling on the marble floor. Jorge kept saying his name. 
The phone hung from Robert’s hand. He stared down at it 
and saw Jorge’s manicured hand take the thing. Jorge began 
speaking into the receiver. 


Then Jorge was draping Robert’s coat over his shoulders, 
handing him his pants, and guiding him gently toward the 
garage. 


“Mr. Ryan is in surgery at Queen of Angels hospital, Mr. 
Lemos. Put on your clothes, and | will drive you there.” 


The freeway separating Robert’s home from the Hollywood 
hospital seemed an endless seamless expanse of trucks and 
cars and sirens. 


Robert had his body pressed into the corner of the backseat 
and his cell phone pressed to his ear. As if the combined 
pressure of fine leather interior and cutting edge technology 
could hold him together while his brain went white with the 
effort of not thinking about what might happen to JD. 


He was on hold with the hospital, catching Jorge’s eye in the 
rear view mirror as he scowled at life in general. He saw the 
whites of those expressive eyes roll and then dip away. 


Jorge’s shoulders sank just a little lower in his seat. 


“Lighten up, Robert. The universe isn’t plotting against you.’ 


“Not the universe, JD, just the human race. Every fucker you 
see has an agenda.” 


“Not always.” That smile, blue eyes bright with humor. 


“Always, JD. They’re all just waiting for you to turn your 
back.” 


“Only because they want to check out my ass.” 
And, of 
- 


cou se, that had made him laugh, dispelled the scowl JD had 
been objecting to in the first place. “Fucker.” And his hand 
had reached out to cup and squeeze that ass. JD 


pushing into his hand, eyes heating. “Nalga de angel,” 
Robert breathed. 


Robert forced his mind to shut off the memory and pressed 
the “two” button on his cell. “Detective Lara,” snapped a 
voice. 


Robert took a breath. “Yo. Chato.” There was a marked 
silence on the other end of the line. Robert actually moved 
his phone away from his ear to check to see that the cell 
connection hadn’t dropped as they passed through the 
canyons. No, Gabe was there still. He was just deciding 
whether or not he wanted to speak to Robert. Things had 
been a little tense lately. 


Robert rubbed his eyes with shaking fingers. “Please, Gabe,” 
he whispered. 
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“I’m on duty.” Gabe’s voice sounded tired. “What the hell?” 


“JD's been shot,” said Robert. He heard the words he’d just 
spoken and squeezed his eyes shut, clutching the phone. 


“Fuck, Roberto.” Gabe’s voice was sincerely sympathetic. 
“Where are you now?” 


“Car.” Robert heard his breath wheeze as he inhaled. It 
sounded like a sob. 


“Fuck, I’m sorry, Robert,” said Gabe sincerely. “l'Il check in 
with our shift officer and l'Il meet you...where are you going 
now?” 


“The Angels,” Robert said tightly. “Why the fuck they took 
him there, | don’t know. | can’t find out what happened. No 
one will talk to me. He’s in surgery now. Fuck knows if l'Il 
even be allowed to see him.” 


“Wait wait wait, mi amigo. What did you say? He’s in 
surgery?” 


Robert nodded at the phone. He couldn’t think. 


Gabe’s voice was slow and thoughtful. “They’ll let you see 
him, Roberto. They know...they’ll know about the 
arrangement, si?” 


“He’s on my insurance.” 


“Mmm.” This wasn’t Gabe’s favorite topic of conversation. 
He’d accepted that his childhood friend was de los otros, 
homosexual, like you accepted the news that your buddy 
was blind, or had an incurable disease. But he’d always 
been there for Roberto, no matter what. “lIl be there soon, 
Mosca. l'Il wait with you.” 


“Que gracias, Chato,” breathed Robert. “Ciao.” He leaned 
his head against the seatback. 


“Mr. Lemos?” asked Jorge. “Are you feeling ill?” Robert met 
his driver’s worried look in the mirror. He realized he was 
half sorawled across the seat, clutching the disconnected 
phone to his cheek like a wireless teddy bear. 


“Senor Lara will meet us at the hospital,” he told him. 
“Yes, sir. That is good, no?” 


Robert leaned his head back against the cold glass of the 
back window as rain drizzled slowly down the pane. They’d 
stopped for traffic several blocks down from the hospital. 


Neon proclaimed discount CDs on one side. Prostitutes and 
kids huddled in doorways on the other. Red taillights 
reflected in the damp streets before them, as though God 
had tagged Sunset Boulevard. 


“The hospital called because Mr. Ryan still had me as his 
emergency contact,” Robert said wonderingly. 


“Ah,” said Jorge, noncommittally. 


“It doesn’t mean anything.” Robert spoke more to himself 
than to his driver. “It’s just Jay being sloppy. He never keeps 
up on his paperwork. Always late filing taxes, doesn’t pay 
bills, respond to correspondence.” 


“He always had you to do those things for him,” said Jorge. 
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The car slid up to the front door of the hospital. Jorge boldly 
stopped in the dead center of the no stopping zone “Il a 
gente de la television est aqui,” said Jorge. They were 


huddled in the eaves, but now that Jorge had pointed them 
out, Robert clearly saw them with their microphones and 
handheld cameras. 


“The media,” said Robert. Of course. Waiting to get a photo 
of Robert Lemos, human rights activist, dirty cop prosecutor, 
defender of the weak, rushing to his lover’s bedside. The 
tabloids would be jacking off over this for weeks. 


Except JD wasn’t his lover anymore. 


Robert rubbed his knuckles across his eyes. “Jorge?” The 
name encompassed a world of distress. 


“I will be praying for you, Mr. Lemos,” said Jorge. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Kate gripped the corner of the hospital vending machine 
and gave it a discreet but fierce shake. This damned no- 
carbohydrate diet was for birds and reptiles, perhaps. But 
not for a fully grown woman with a physically demanding 
job. 


Since the call had come at 4:00 a.m., she and Bill had 
canvassed the remaining customers of the Arena, checked 
in with the coroner’s office, and sped over to Queen of 
Angels to get a statement from their second victim. Ryan, 
unfortunately, was still unconscious. So they waited it out. 
Kate was so hungry she’d swear her stomach lining was 
beginning to devour itself. 


She gave the machine another hard shake, but the Snickers 
bar seemed determined to keep her on her regimen and 
refused to drop to the bottom tray. 


“"S that on your diet?” asked Bill, eyes riveted on the end of 
the hallway where the swarm of media persons and 
equipment had been halted. They surged and rumbled down 
there like a barely contained beast. 


Kate growled. A low, subhuman noise. 


“Not a good question?” asked Bill with some trepidation. 
Before Kate could answer, however, a clatter of noise and 
voices and several men rounded the corner where Bill had 
been concentrating his attention. 


A resident doctor and a nurse guided a wealthy looking 
Hispanic man in a black cashmere coat through the cameras 
and questions, past the doors that a uniformed cop 
guarded. The door swung shut and Kate whapped his arm. 
“That’s him!” 


“Is it? I’ve only seen photos.” 
“He always looks smaller than | expect him to.” 
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Lemos was a well-built man. Around five feet eleven, Bill 
would have guessed. Strong neck, broad shoulders, and that 
coat had been altered to accommodate thick biceps. Bill’s 
eyebrows arched in surprise. “Really?” 


“Uh.” Kate shrugged, looking sheepish. “Yeah, | guess his 
reputation looms so large.” 


Bill hadn’t been on the force during Rampart. He’d 
transferred from Seattle two years ago. But he understood 
the feelings all the LA cops had toward those who had 
prosecuted the CRASH unit officers. Sort of like a nervous 
rodent might feel at the shadow of a circling hawk. 


“This going to be a problem, Kate? | mean, we can request a 
change of...” 


“Don’t even think about it!” hissed Kate. “That’s just what El 
Jerkoff expects us to do.” 


Bill grimaced. The new precinct captain seemed to have a 
problem with certain members of his department. 
Specifically women. Bill wondered if their exile was only due 
to Kate, or if the captain had a beef with him, as well. 
“Okay, then.” 


“I should have known something about this case stunk,” 
said Kate. 


“We were up next in the rotation,” said Bill. 


Kate grumbled. “Well, the Lopez case is torquing 
everything.” Officer Lopez had been gunned down in South 
Central in December. Half the homicide department seemed 
assigned to the case and they’d still not turned up anything. 


“You should do the talking, though.” Kate chuckled warmly. 
“I think you’re more his type.” 


Man, she didn’t know the half of it. “If you want,” said Bill. 
“He looks devastated,” Kate observed. 

“Well, Ryan and he are, like, married.” 

Kate tsked. “Not in California, they aren’t.” 

“You know what | mean.” 


In the glass-enclosed cubicle of the intensive care unit, 
Lemos stood over a bed in which a bandaged, intubated 
man lay. 


“The famous Joseph Ryan,” said Kate. “I’ve never met him.” 
“Famous?” 


“Maybe infamous. You haven’t heard of him? He wrote a 
book that was banned in half the United States.” 


“Oh. Right.” Bill thumbed through his notepad. “That book.” 
He hadn’t dared to purchase it, of course. Hadn’t even had 
the nerve, actually, to lift it from the shelf at the bookstore 
and read the flyleaf. 


A nurse was pulling closed the beige drapes, hiding Lemos 
and the occupant of the bed from view. 


“We'll wait till he’s had some time,” said Kate. 
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* OK OOK OK OX 


“He was very lucky the bullet passed through without 
touching any major organs. The break seems clean enough 
and the concussion appears to be superficial. The bleeding 
has been stopped and Mr. Ryan is stable, Mr. Lemos.” 


Robert silently thanked whatever deity wanted to take credit 
for that. “What happened?” 


“I don’t know, sir,” said the doctor. Robert had questioned a 
thousand witnesses in his life. The man was prevaricating. 
He didn’t have the energy to question him, though. All he 
could do was stare down at JD. He felt unreal. As if his skin 
were the covering of an air balloon and inside he was all 
empty gas. Nothing seemed to touch him. Even the words 


the doctor spoke to him. Crisp, professional, precise words, 
spoken in the voice of a man accustomed to snapping his 
commands at orderlies and nurses, seemed soft, floating 
like soap bubbles into his brain. 


“He hasn’t regained consciousness since he was brought 
in.” 


“What?” Robert shook his head in confusion. 


Mummylike, JD lay there like some cliché from a hospital TV 
show, fragile and small in the bed. He’d been neatly tucked 
in, except for his leg, which lay on the bed in a huge 
lumpish mess of metal handlebars and paste. Machines 
around him beeping, bag hanging over his shoulder 
pumping some sort of fluids, everything around him more 
animated than himself. 


Hands guided Robert to a chair. He sat. 
“Mr. Lemos?” 
“Not like this,” murmured Robert to himself. 


He registered a hand gripping his shoulder and looked up. 
The doctor’s eyes were tired, and Robert knew he was trying 
to be patient. “Mr. Lemos, do we need to call someone?” 


Robert shook his head. “I did already. I...JD hasn’t got 
anyone. I’m...I’m his. There’s no one to call,” finished Robert 
weakly. 


“He may not wake for hours, sir. Is there anyone to drive 
you home?” 


“No. | want to wait with him.” The rooms were tiny and 
Robert’s chair had been squeezed between several Formica 


and chrome pieces of furniture. If he lifted his hand, he 
could lay his fingers an inch from JD’s where they lay still on 
the crisp sheet. 


“Can I?” he whispered. 
“Just his hand, sir.” 


Robert’s fingertip touched JD’s skin. He gazed up at him, 
watching him breathe. JD’s chest barely rose and fell under 
the primly folded sheet, and the tube that trailed from the 
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corner of his mouth gurgled on every third or fourth breath. 
Robert found himself inhaling with him, as if he could help. 


A woman dressed like an intern pressed a plastic bag into 
his hand. “We had to cut it off, sir. His fingers were so 
swollen.” 


Robert frowned at the two bits of gold in the baggie, 
puzzled, until he realized it was JD’s ring. The slim claddagh 
that matched Robert’s. Robert couldn’t take his off if he 
wanted to; his hand had long ago thickened too much and 
the ring was stuck. He figured JD had probably left his on for 
the same reason, but somehow the tiny little thing cut in 
half like that was the last straw. 


“Mr. Lemos?” 
Robert scrubbed at the damp on his face. “What?” 


“There is a sofa in the waiting room, sir. Wouldn’t you be 
more comfortable?” 


Robert shook his head. Why were they trying to keep him 
away from JD? “I want to stay with him.” 


“He may be incoherent when he wakes.” 
Robert watched JD breathe. In. Out. In. His chest ached. 
“Nothing new.” he said. 


He hadn’t seen JD in over a year. No phone calls. No emails 
or letters. And Robert’s world had stopped, as if it held in 
space. Waiting. 


“Mr. Lemos?” 
“What?” he asked the universe. “What do you want?” 


A nurse gave him a small smile that would pass for 
compassion in that harassed-looking face. “Mr. Lemos.” She 
held up a silver object attached to a chord. “This is the call 
button. If you should want anything.” 


“Thank you,” said Robert. 


And then he was alone with JD. For the first time in over a 
year. 
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Chapter Two 


November 1987, Los Angeles 


Robert couldn’t recall a Thanksgiving Day he hadn’t spent 
ladling food onto plates at the LA Mission. His mother had 
been one of the first Hispanic directors of services at the 
mission and she had brought her two sons with her as often 
as possible. 


The fact that some of the kids who received the charitably 
donated bags of toys and clothes seemed to have newer 
shoes and more fashionable sports gear than Robert and 
Antony was not lost on either boy. It had bothered Antony 
more than Robert. Of course, everything had bothered 
Antony. Robert had grown up a little cynical, but Antony had 
grown up permanently pissed off. 


Robert handed a plate across to an elderly man with skin so 
rough with weather exposure, he resembled the corrugated 
box in which Robert had seen him sleeping earlier. 


Robert remembered when Antony had turned up at the 
house, the week before he’d been killed. He’d looked like 
this. A hundred years old and worn from the inside out. 


“How's it going, man?” he asked. 


The man’s yellowed eyes glared at him with a combination 
of confusion and distrust, and he snatched the plate as if 
Robert had stolen it from him. 


“Happy Thanksgiving,” said Robert. 


Robert came to the Mission on the holidays only partially to 
honor his mama, whose portrait hung amongst others in the 
arch above the registration vestibule, and partly because 
the building was the closest thing he knew to home for the 
holidays. 


Besides, the small firm with which he’d signed directly after 
passing the bar was always searching out new suits, and 
Robert knew that the occasional pro bono case could 
sometimes turn a profit. Or, at least, pay fees. With student 
loans that totaled more than his rent and car 12 A. M. Riley 


insurance, Robert would have happily settled for fees. Which 
was why, having finished his stint at the serving line, he 
circled the tables at which people sat with their meals, 
handing out his business card. 


“What’s this for?” asked a middle-aged woman, whose 
hands shook violently when she tried to put the card in her 
little coin purse. 


“If you need a lawyer,” said Robert. 


“| can’t afford a lawyer,” said the woman, looking a little 
frightened. 


“We will take some cases for free,” said Robert. A boy sitting 
near the woman gazed at him steadily with black, distrustful 
eyes. Robert addressed him. “The way it works is we get 
paid by the persons who pay you.” 


“That’s very nice,” said the woman, vaguely. The boy’s look 
of distrust did not fade. 


“Para libre,” said Robert to him, just in case. The kid didn’t 
blink. 


Robert sighed and looked up, and saw an angel smiling at 
him from across the table. 


The man was standing, so he probably seemed taller than 
he really was, but he towered above Robert. White skinned 
with longish curling yellow hair that glinted in the sun. Dark 
blue eyes, crinkled at the edges, not with age, but with 
habitual humor. A face like a little boy’s. Mommy’s darling. 
“Ola. Kay pahza,” said the man in the worst accent Robert 
had ever heard. “Cahmaz dahz?” 


Bad enough that every gringo assumed every Latino-looking 
person spoke Spanish. The appalling massacre of his 
mother’s tongue made Robert wince. 


“What is that? Is that Spanish?” 


The man laughed, chin tilted up. “It’s tryin’ ta be.” He held 
out one long-fingered hand. 


“Name’s JD Ryan,” he said. “Agatha told me to introduce 
myself.” 


It was like a pop song on a radio, Robert would think later. JD 
was everything Robert had never known he wanted, and 
everything he’d always thought he despised. The politically 
correct, bleeding heart liberals from the right side of the 
tracks who came downtown once a year to assuage their 
guilt. He’d had enough of those guys at USC. 


Arrogant and smart, spoiled rich gringos, with that sense of 
unconscious entitlement worn like a cape. Strolling through 
the masses handing out their smiles like coin. The fact that 
Robert wanted to push the man against the nearest wall and 
stick his tongue down his throat only pissed him off more. 


“I’m busy here,” he said irritably. “Why did Agatha want me 
to talk to you?” 


“INS,” said Ryan. “My matre is trying to come over and they 
are not having any of it.” 


The brogue was faint but definite. 

“Plenty a’ lawyers’ll do that for you, man.” 

JD laughed uncomfortably. “The price is a bit high.” 
“What, you telling me you can’t afford it?” 
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“I tried a paralegal service, but...” JD rubbed the back of his 
neck and looked away. 


Robert surreptitiously checked out the long, lean body in the 
cotton Arrow shirt and carefully ironed jeans. It was amazing 
that the guy hadn’t been mugged on his way down here. 


“Agatha said you'd charge on a sliding scale,” said JD, 
apparently fascinated by the Mission’s banners snapping in 
the breeze above their courtyard. The guy’s neck was red. 
He was embarrassed. Okay, then, Robert didn’t mind 
extending charity toward a humble gringo now and then. 


“I do sometimes. What do you do, man?” 
“I teach at Garfield High.” 


“You teach in South Central?” Robert’s voice practically 
squeaked with surprise. 


“No,” said JD, the brogue broad and sarcastic. “| come down 
here to see how the other half lives.” 


Since this was more or less what Robert had been thinking, 
he scowled and said, “You try to teach these kids speaking 
that Spanish? Fuck, no wonder our test scores are so low.” 


JD looked neither amused nor offended. He looked 
concerned. “I learned at the monastery. Pretty bad, huh?” 
Years later, Robert still wouldn’t be used to the shock he’d 
feel every time those dark blue eyes searched his own. 


“Stick with Anglais, man. Trust me. Some bato loco will run 
you down in the parking lot.” 


JD laughed, and a deep dimple appeared in one cheek. 
“Bato? | hear that word a lot. 


What does it mean?” 


“Fuck, man.” Robert whistled. “You don’t know Caló, you’re 
in deep shit down here.” 


“Caló?” 


Robert chuckled. “It’s the local slang. You ask some clerk at 
the grocery in East Los, 


‘Necesito un pepino’ he’ll beat you to death, man.” 
“But | don’t like cucumbers,” said JD. 


That cracked Robert up. “That’s too bad.” He snorted. “You 
like tumbarselas?” 


Oh, man, that honky face with its sweet look of confusion. 
“Ummm,” said JD. “Should |?” 


“Angie was right, man. You need my help,” said Robert. “You 
need me to keep you out of trouble, amigo.” 


JD looked mildly offended. “I’ve managed so far.” 


“Shit, man, I’m kidding,” said Robert. “Listen, it’s better 
around here to know more than you let on. You get the 
Slang, but you don’t speak it, dig? Keeps you a step ahead 
of those loco kids you teach.” 


“Great,” said JD. That amazing smile spread across his face 
again. 
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It was like being repeatedly punched in the solar plexus, 
that smile. Robert stood and crossed his arms, giving JD a 
hard look. “You a citizen?” 


“No.” JD shrugged. “I’ve started the application. I’m not 
Sure.” 


“You don’t look like you’re old enough to be out of school, 
let alone be teaching.” 


“You don’t look old enough to be a lawyer,” JD shot back, 
that easy smile of his stretching across his face again. 


“|I moisturize,” quipped Robert, drily. “And stay out of the 
sun.” 


That surprised a laugh from JD. He scrutinized Robert, as if 
reconsidering him. His eyes scanned his face and then 
dipped definitely below the heterosexual safe zone, taking 
in broad shoulders, that area of furred skin revealed by his 
open shirt. His eyes swept a little further down and then up 
again, quickly. 


“So will you help me?” His gaze met Robert’s. Direct. 
Challenging. 


“I might,” said Robert, his insides quivering and his cock 
starting to tingle just from that one look. “I’m almost done 
here. | have the papers you need in my loft.” And he 
returned the signal, letting his eyes travel blatantly up and 
down the man’s body. He leered a bit.” We could go there 
now?” 


The gringo didn’t flinch. But he frowned and his head 
swiveled to take in the people around them. “I think they 
need me to keep passing out...” He tilted his head and those 
eyes did the little dip below Robert’s neck again, came back 
to his face, a twinkle showing in them. “Are you in town this 
weekend?” 


“Sure.” Robert pulled out one of his cards and snapped it in 
the air between them. JD’s hand came out and those long 
fingers folded it into his palm, then his jeans pocket. 


Robert felt himself trying to follow his card into that tight 
warm denim clad space. 


“Call me,” he said, hearing his voice go husky. “l'Il squeeze 
you in.” 


JD laughed again and swiveled to saunter off, giving Robert 
a fey little wave and a wiggle of a fine ass as he went. “I'll 
be sure to,” he said. 


Well, shit. 


After that flirtation with the pretty honky, all Robert could 
think about was getting a beer and some ass. He was rolling 
into Las Virgenes by the time the sun had set over the 
mission. 


The bar was mostly empty. A few men standing about. An 
old marcena with his tight skirt riding high on his silky thigh 
gave him a wave and Robert smiled politely as he passed 
him by. 


A slim kid with bold eyes stood at the end of the bar and 
Robert slid onto a barstool near him and ordered a beer. 


“Hola,” said Robert, taking a drag from his longneck. “Que 
honda?” 
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The kid shrugged. “Is good, man.” He was from out of town; 
Robert could see that in an instant. The jeans and shirt were 
so out of the local uniform, they looked clownish. And that 
haircut was definitely from south of the border. Tough being 
illegal. Tougher still being illegal and young and hungry. Two 
of the marcenas started singing along with the jukebox. 


The boy’s eyes went to the transvestites and flamed for a 
second. Then, he smiled a wide, knowing look. “Agua,” he 
said derisively, but there was still heat in his look. 


“Sexy,” said Robert. “No? Where you from, amigo?” 


“Tejas,” the kid lied. He met Roberts look with a lift of his 
chin, his eyelashes twitching as his eyes scanned Robert’s. 
It was a look that passed as both a challenge and a 
flirtation. 


“Me, I’m East Los,” said Robert. “Can | buy you a beer?” 


The kid accepted, and when Robert leaned back on his 
barstool and gave the kid a once over, head to toe, he didn’t 


flinch. But, after a second, he slid off his stool and strolled to 
the back of the bar. Small, firm ass provocatively swinging 
as he pushed through a door there. 


Robert finished his beer, and then followed. The kid was 
standing behind a sturdy-looking shed there, smoking 
something. He offered it to Robert. “Tota?” 


“Simon,” said Robert, grinning and accepting the joint. They 
Shared a couple of hits in silence. Robert could hear trucks 
on the freeway rattling as they made the overpass. 


Then the kid put out his doobie, stuffed it carefully in his 
pocket, and, leaning against a beaten old truck, unbuckled a 
big cowboy belt buckle and dropped his pants. 


His butt was the color of cream. A dark patch of soft hair 
climbed up the inner edges of the crease. He spread his legs 
and made an urgent noise. 


Robert drew out his prick and spat in his hand. 


“You need somethin’?” he asked. The kid shook his head 
and grunted when Robert shoved himself inside. A few 
minutes later his back arched and he shot, semen spraying 
against the rusted green exterior of the truck. Robert closed 
his eyes and gripped the narrow hips and let himself thrust 
hard a couple more times before he came, too. In his mind’s 
eye, that gringo with the yellow hair was laughing down at 
him, while a tight heinie milked his orgasm from him. 


He handed the kid a handkerchief to clean himself up, 
followed him back into the bar, and bought him another 
beer. 


“Ya estufas,” he said, nodding and slapping some money on 
the bar, in case the kid was needing it. “Ciao.” 


The kid nodded back, those big black eyes a little smokier, a 
little sleepier. “Ciao,” he said. 


The next day was the only day off Robert had had in a long 
while. In the late afternoon, he was dozing on his couch, 
drinking a beer and watching a recap of the game, 16 A. M. 
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when his caller ID announced the unknown number. He 
snatched up the phone with an expert flick of his wrist. 


“Lemos here.” 
“Uh...Robert...this is... | met you at the Mission.” 


Robert sat up. He hadn’t actually expected the honky to call. 
“Yeah, | remember.” 


A husky laugh and some mumbling. “You'll have to excuse 
me, | don’t know how it works here.” 


“Yeah, Angie was right. You are green, honky.” Robert 
chuckled and heard JD’s laugh roll over the line. 


“Well, what happens next?” asked JD. 


Robert sat back and opened his legs to give himself more 
room. He’d been so taken with that mouth he hadn’t 
actually noticed how sexy the man’s voice was. The accent 
in that husky tenor seemed to roll out of the phone, down 
his chest, and curl around his cock. 


“Whatever you want,” he said, “I’m easy.” His hand 
wandered onto his thigh and rubbed a bit. 


“Well, I’m sure the law is similar to that in Ireland.” 


Oh, yeah, the mother thing. “I’m no coyote,” said Robert, 
turning the volume down on the set and grabbing a pen and 
pad of paper. “There’s channels. And it takes some time. You 
need references. Listen, I’ve got a properly typed up list 
here. | can give it to you and you can look it over, gather up 
all the shit you’ll need.” 


“Well, is there somewhere we should meet? Or...” 


Huh. Okay, gringo, l'Il call your bluff. “I can mail it to you,” 
said Robert, smiling at the phone. “We never have to meet 
at all.” 


“The thing is...l was hopin’...” JD’s voice was shaky and 
Robert grinned victoriously to himself. “I could be usin’ 
some help with that callow thing you mentioned.” 


Robert laughed. “You want me to teach you to speak like a 
homey?” 


There was an offended pause. “No,” said JD, stiffly. “Never 
mind.” 


“Whoa, whoa, I’m only pulling your leg, man. Sure...Sure you 
wanna understand the local slang? | think that’s...” Robert 
tried to think of a word that wouldn’t make the man 
defensive. “I think that’s admirable, man.” 


“| haven’t got a car,” said JD. He laughed again. “No license. 
But the bus service here runs...” 


“I can pick you up,” said Robert, taking charge immediately, 
as was his habit. He scribbled JD’s name at the top of the 
pad of paper. “What’s your address?” 


“Oh. I...you would do that?” 


“You'd be surprised what I’d do.” Robert chuckled. 


“I’m just down the street from the mission,” said JD. He 
rattled off an address. 
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It was deep in Bloods territory. What the fuck? “Why you 
living there, man?” 


“It’s near the school.” JD sounded offended. Pendejo gringo. 


“I'll be there in thirty minutes,” said Robert, already sliding 
on his leather coat as he spoke. He glanced in the mirror 
over the little table there. Yeah, he looked fine. 


“I'll be outside,” said JD. 


JD was waiting at the corner when Robert drove up. 
Standing there, looking sixteen and like a total nerd. Long 
legs encased in blue slacks. Cotton Arrow shirt, tucked in. 
His jacket folded neatly over his arm. 


Robert did a U-turn, the Chevy yawing far right as he pulled 
the wheel around, and slid up to the curb, swinging the 
passenger door open while the car was still in motion. “Hop 
in, you crazy white man. Before you get shot.” 


“My neighbors are very nice people,” said JD, climbing into 
the car. “They wouldn’t shoot anybody.” 


Robert grinned. Pendejo honky. 


He pulled another U-turn away from the curb. “So, where do 
you feel like going? Most places are pretty dead on the four- 
day weekend.” 


“Oh. | guess | thought...” JD glanced at Robert, eyes going 
from shoulders to thighs. 


“You'd said you had the papers at your flat.” 
Whoa. Yeah. Robert floored the gas. “You got it,” he growled. 


There was hardly any traffic this late on Thanksgiving; the 
whole town vacated for the holidays, and those who were 

left were OD’d on Turkey and football by now. Robert made 
the trip in record time. 


“This is it.” He slid his car up to the curb. 
JD craned his neck to look at the building. “You live here?” 


“Used to be a bakery.” Robert hopped out and came around 
to open JD’s door. The man looked at him and blushed as he 
stepped onto the pavement. 


Fuckin’ A. 


Robert practically skipped as he held open the door to the 
elevator, JD trotting obediently ahead of him, then up the 
Stairs. Fine, tight butt in those ironed slacks and Robert 
swore his mouth started to water and he prayed he hadn't 
run out of Vaseline. 


“You want some more wine?” 


JD frowned at the papers on the coffee table. His bee-stung 
lower lip looked more so when he frowned. “Sure.” 
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Robert was thick-muscled and could hold a lot of liquor. JD 
apparently did not have that blessing. They had just finished 
one bottle of wine and he was already weaving slightly as 


he sat. He sipped at his wine, giving Robert a look across 
the rim of the glass, eyes half lidded and dark. Sultry. 


Enough of this bullshitting around. Robert reached over and 
took the glass from JD’s hands. “C’mere,” he said. 


JD looked surprised, but didn’t move away when Robert slid 
up next to him and wrapped an arm around his waist. 


“Bu...” JD’s words were cut off by Robert’s mouth. A moment 
of hesitation and then his lips opened. 


A moan and a wet tongue fed into Robert’s mouth. It just 
made him hungrier for the taste of JD. Robert wasn’t much 
for kissing, normally. But this mouth had been calling to him 
since he’d laid eyes on the man. The only thing better than 
kissing JD would be to have those lips wrapped around his 
cock. 


JD’s gave under Robert, leaning back into the couch. When 
Robert paused for air, though, JD’s mouth came against his 
again, one of his hands lightly clasping Robert’s shoulder. 
Robert touched JD’s chin, tilted it to one side and deepened 
the kiss, felt JD’s tongue pressing up against his. Another 
moan and JD’s body shifted on the sofa, warm and close to 
Robert’s thigh. 


Robert’s hand slid down JD’s waist, seeking hip, thigh, warm 
cock. When he squeezed, JD moaned again and pushed into 
his hand. 


“No,” mumbled JD against his lips, and his hand was 
pressing against Robert’s chest pushing him back. Blue eyes 
gone navy, the pupils huge and lustful. “No,” said JD, breath 
wine filled and warm. “Don’t.” 


Robert sat back, grinning at that pretty face. God, the guy 
looked good with those swollen lips, cheeks bright with 
beard burn. “Too fast?” 


“No,” said JD. “I mean. I’m not.” 
Robert squinted at him uncomprehendingly. 


“Gay,” said JD and he pushed himself back so there was 
about a foot of leather sofa between them. “I’m not gay.” 


Robert laughed. “Yeah, me, neither.” And he let the palm of 
his hand brush the line of JD’s face. But JD captured his 
hand, fingers closed around his wrist, stronger than you’d 
think. 


“No,” he said. “I’m not. And...and I’m engaged to be 
married.” 


Robert wasn’t sure yet what game this was. “I don’t mind,” 
he said. 


JD’s nostrils flared. He looked...fuck, the guy looked 
offended. “Well, | do.” He pushed Robert very definitely 
away, looked around in some apparent confusion, and then 
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to his feet, weaving and bumping the coffee table as he did 
so. “I should be going. Thank you very much.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Robert drove JD back to his apartment. They didn’t speak. 
When JD got out of the vehicle, one hand full of the 


paperwork Robert had given him, he extended his other 
hand. 


“It was nice to meet you,” he said evenly. “Thanks so much 
for your help.” 


Robert looked at the proffered hand and shifted his car into 
gear. “Better get inside before somebody mugs you,” he 
said. He waited for JD to withdraw his hand and then drove 
away, spitting pointedly out the window, before rolling it up. 


Pinche. Asshole. 
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Chapter Three 


Robert never expected to see JD again, but a week later, his 
phone at the firm rang, and the brogue and hesitant “hello” 
on the line could only be one homophobic Irishman. 


“Mr. Ryan,” said Robert smoothly. 


“Uh, sorry for troublin’ you, but | was havin’ some questions 
about these forms you gave me.” 


Robert tapped a pen on the desk for a full minute before he 
replied. “I charge a standard consultation fee,” he said. 


“Of course,” said JD eagerly. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Robert met JD at the Tam O’Shanter Inn. It was one of those 
staid places that lawyers often took their more conservative 
clients. They sat at a table near the unlit fireplace, ordered 
salmon and steak, and Robert looked over JD’s paperwork. 


Robert generally had two modes with adversaries, arrogant 
aggression or resentful defensiveness. With JD, he found 
himself falling somewhere between the two. That weird gut- 
deep tenderness he felt when JD’s silhouette appeared in 
the doorway of the bar put him immediately on the 
defensive. 


When the man walked over, looking him up and down with 
those bold, horny eyes, however, Robert wanted to shove 
him against the bar and pull down his pants. 


He settled for a bone-crunching handshake and a growl. 


JD blinked and favored him with a crooked smile that 
brought out his dimple. “Thanks for this,” he said, sliding 
into his seat. 


Robert growled and waived over the waiter. “What’re you 
drinkin’?” 
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“Bushmills,” said JD. “Of course.” 


Robert gave him a look. “Cuervo,” he said to the waiter. He 
glanced at JD. “Of course.” 


JD chuckled. “Two expatriates sharing a drink.” 


“I was born here,” snapped Robert. “As was my father, and 
his father before him.” 


“Oh,” said JD. 


“So what were your questions?” Robert couldn’t get the 
growl out of his voice, couldn’t stop the ache and flutter in 
his gut or the tingle in his cock. He gritted his teeth angrily 
and shifted uncomfortably where he sat. 


JD slumped over morosely, frowning into his highball glass. 
“I can’t seem to stop offending you,” he said. 


Damn it. Now Robert felt like an asshole. “Forget it,” he said. 
“Long day.” 


JD looked Robert over thoughtfully. “Those your work duds?” 


“Trial today,” said Robert. He was wearing the gray suit and 
blue foulard tie. He’d had his hair trimmed into a dapper- 


looking style that always made him feel like a sellout. But 
his juries seemed to like it. 


“You look good,” said JD, and some of that twinkle 
reappeared in his eyes. “Did you win?” 


“Of course,” said Robert, sounding more hostile and 
defensive than cocky and self-assured. He could feel his 
mouth turning down in a frown again and couldn’t seem to 
stop it. 


His hand felt warm around the cold glass he held and his 
armpits had that telltale warmth as well. Fucking guy was 
making him sweat just sitting there, looking over his Brook 
Brother’s ensemble. 


“lII bet you're good,” said JD, and his eyelids did that sultry 
thing again. 


Pinche gringo had to KNOW what he was doing, didn’t he? 
Robert scowled “So, you said you’re a teacher? What do you 
teach?” 


JD swirled the contents of his drink in a contemplative 
manner and let his dimple show. “Literature.” 


“English? French?” 


A sharp look from those eyes. “The curriculum is set here in 
America, you know. But | prefer Irish, of course. | specialized 
in Joyce at Berkeley. What about you?” 


Robert waved the waiter over. “Chicano studies. History, 
poli-sci. | was the angry Latino. You want another drink?” 


JD laughed. He looked Robert up and down again, his eyes 
like a touch. “I can see it, | really can.” 


“Imagine the mustache and the red bandana,” said Robert, 
feeling the heat in his cheeks, hoping the low light would 
hide it. “I looked like a bandito.” 
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JD chuckled and tossed back half his drink in one swallow. 
“Ah, the passions of youth,” 


he said, letting the brogue slide over the words like a silk 
scarf. 


Robert frowned at his glass. “Yeah,” he said. 


JD chewed at his lower lip, studying Robert. “You’re an 
interesting man, you know.” 


Robert frowned more fiercely. “Let’s order,” he said. “I’m 
starving.” 


Robert ate quickly. He always had. When you were a 
growing boy in an impoverished house with an elder 
brother, you learned to get the food you could find into your 
stomach as quickly as possible. As JD toyed with his fish, 
Robert looked through the paperwork. JD’s handwriting was 
weirdly adorable. Spidery and crooked, like an elderly 
person’s. He’d answered one relatively simple question on a 
separate sheet of paper. Robert tsked and shook his head, 
and JD looked up from his food. 


“| hate forms,” he said. 


“I think the feeling’s mutual,” said Robert. “How anyone 
could fuck up something so simple...” 


JD set down his fork and gave him a look. It was a look that 
would lead Robert by the balls for the next fifteen years. 


Helpless and beseeching, and not a little filled with a 
promise of grateful rewards. 


“| can do this for you,” he heard himself saying. 


There was an aperitif in lieu of dessert and then, as Robert 
paid the bill, JD said, “I don’t want to go straight home.” 


Robert looked up from where he was figuring the tip, eyes 
narrowed. “What?” 


JD sat back in his chair, hair in downcast eyes, long fingers 
on the glass stroking slowly up and down the side. “Let’s 
walk off the buzz, Robert. Teach me some of that slang.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


““Ese’ is, like, ‘hey dude’ | guess.” 


They were strolling along the equestrian path near the 
merry-go-round in Griffith Park. JD’s long legs seemed able 
to cover enormous chunks of ground effortlessly. Robert was 
puffing to keep up with him, but he’d be damned if he’d 
admit that. 


“Just don’t say it, man. It’ll make you look pendejo.” 


JD frowned. “They’ve said that. Were they talking about 
me?” 


Robert laughed. “You’re gonna have to ignore a lot. Pretend 
you don’t understand them and they'll talk over your head 
like you’re stupid.” 


“Which | am,” said JD ruefully. “Apparently.” He stopped at a 
gate and leaned against it, smoking the rest of his cigarette. 
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“It’s good to know this stuff, JD.” Robert watched as JD 
turned and leaned over the gate, giving him a nice view of 
that fine ass. Fuck. He lifted his chin and studied the shapes 
of the eucalyptus branches outlined by city lights. “There’s 
words anybody in your position should know. So you'll know 
which kids are the dealers. Mota, tota...” he began 
enumerating. 


“| appreciate this,” said JD “There was an incident at the 
school the other day.” 


“Bet ol’ Garfield’s got plenty of ‘incidents,’” growled Robert. 
His fucking cock was like a divining rod and his brain was 
swimming with lust. He wanted to grab that ass and ram 
himself against it. “Highest Crip population in South 
Central.” 


“Crip?” 
“Oh fer Christ’s sake, what the fuck are you doing there?” 
JD pouted. “What I can.” 


Robert made an exasperated noise. The urge to protect this 
idiot warred with the urge to throw him on the ground and 
rut against him. “You got ‘Fresh Meat’ stamped on your 
forehead.” He stepped up to JD and traced an “F” on his 
forehead with his thumb. “Fresh,” he said, inches from those 
dark blue eyes. 


There was a very long stillness between them, then Robert 
felt JD’s hand on his arm. 


“I’ve been meanin’ ta apologize, you know.” 


Where JD’s hand rested, the skin was fucking on fire. 
“Yeah?” asked Robert hoarsely. 


“I’m sorry | acted such a prick.” JD gave him one of those 
serious looks. His eyes were almost black. “You didn’t do 
anything wrong, Robert. It was me. I-l’m confused.” 


Robert couldn’t pull his gaze from JD’s mouth. They were 
maybe a foot apart. JD’s other hand raised and he held 
Robert’s biceps. He gave his arms a little squeeze and 
laughed breathlessly. “Your biceps are like boulders, 
Robert,” he said in a whisper. 


And Robert kissed him. Just lunged forward, grabbed 
handfuls of Irishman, and his mouth found those lips like 
magnets clicking together. 


JD tasted of whiskey and nicotine and something sweet and 
heady that Robert needed more of, needed on his tongue, in 
his throat. 


“Christ...God...Robert.” JD broke the kiss, but didn’t pull 
away. His whole body shook, with cold, with fear, whatever, 
Robert clutched him closer, buried his face in JD’s neck. “Mi 
nagala, caramelo,” he whispered, not even knowing what he 
said. Lost, he was so lost. 


JD’s hands were on his back, pulling him closer, caressing. 
“Robert,” he whispered, on a moan. “Bobby...we’re...in 
public.” 


“Fuckin’ don’t give a shit,” growled Robert. They mutually 
stumbled and he felt something solid behind JD stop them. 
His hands found the man’s hips, and he lined himself up and 
pressed himself into JD. JD hissed, one leg opening wider so 
his shaft pressed into Robert’s leg, and he wriggled, rubbing 
himself against him. 
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One of his hands brushed something rough that broke under 
his fingers, and he registered that he had JD pushed against 
the trunk of a tree. His other hand traveled down the length 
of JD’s torso, over his hips, and found the long, swollen cock 
throbbing like a fucking heartbeat there. 


“Open your pants,” growled Robert, nipping at the soft skin 
of JD’s neck. 


JD whimpered, whole body arching and trembling. But he 
moved and Robert heard the jingle of a belt buckle, that 
sexy sound of a zipper going down, and then a long, wet 
cock slid into his hand. 


“Oh. Fuck,” said Robert and his mouth closed over JD’s 
again as his fist closed around his erection. 


JD made incoherent sounds against Robert’s mouth, but he 
writhed and thrust into Robert’s grip. His hands traveled 
eagerly over Robert’s torso. 


Robert captured one of those hands and pressed it to his 
own need. “Rub me off,” he commanded before he captured 
JD’s mouth again. 


JD made some sound, protest or acquiescence, it didn’t 
matter, because his big hand squeezed and his thumb 
rubbed at the tip of Robert’s prick through his jeans. He 
thrust hard against that touch while his own hand began 
squeezing and jerking JD’s prick hard and fast. 


JD was panting against his mouth, completely passive, his 
hips jerking, his hand a vise on Robert’s dick, and he cried 
out once before Robert felt the heat of his come on his fist. 


Robert grabbed JD by the shoulders and humped him hard, 
tongue in his throat, until he felt his own back jolting with 
the force of his orgasm. 


The storm of it subsided slowly and Robert became aware 
that they were in the shadows of Griffith Park against a tree, 
barely concealed by a stand of bushes from the main path. 


“Mierde,” he said. “Caliente.” 


JD’s eyes were closed, his head rested against the tree 
trunk, his chest heaving as he breathed, hand shielding his 
exposed penis. “Please get off of me,” he said. 


“Si.” Robert happily stepped away from the man he had 
pinned. His slacks were a mess, but it wouldn’t be the first 
time old Pedro at the cleaners would be giving him that 
look. 


JD opened his eyes slowly, hands fumbling with his zip and 
buckle. “Jesus,” he whispered. “Christ.” 


“Yeah.” Robert bounced on his toes. “You wanna drink?” 


JD’s eyes rolled toward him, a little wild, a lot shocked. 
“What?” 


“We can go back to my place. I’m sure | got some Bushmills 
at the back of a cabinet there.” Robert swaggered, cupping 
himself. “That was a hell of an appetizer, man. Best park sex 
I’ve had in years. Let’s go back to my place and do the main 
course.” 
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JD’s mouth was a perfect O, and then it thinned and turned 
down at the corners. He stood, wobbling and brushing 
himself off. Then he took off down the path from which he’d 
come, long legs slightly weaving. He didn’t even glance 
back at Robert. 


“Hey!” said Robert, jogging to catch up. “You okay?” 


JD shook off the hand on his shoulder. “Don’t,” he said 
through obviously clenched teeth. 


Robert ran behind the man until they reached the parking 
lot. JD headed straight for the car. It was only apparent how 
completely drunk he was when he began trying to open the 
car door. 


“Hold on,” said Robert, grabbing his wrist. “What’s wrong 
with you, man?” 


JD stilled utterly and stared at Robert’s hand on him. “Let go 
of me.” 


Robert jerked his hand back as if it had been burned. Oh. 
Well, it wouldn’t be the first time an asshole showed up after 
orgasm. “Sure, man. l'Il take you home.” 


JD shook his head, not meeting his eyes. “A cab,” he said. 
And folded his arms and turned his back. 


“Yessir, Mr. Ryan,” said Robert, giving that long, haughty 
back the bird. And he trotted off to call a cab. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


When JD called again two weeks later, Robert had to set the 
phone down on his desk and just look at it for a blink before 
he could pick it up again and speak. 


“What can | do for you, Mr. Ryan?” 


There was nervous exhalation of air. “Ah, yes, | received 
your bill.” 


Robert ground his teeth. “As | said, | charge a standard...” 


“No, no, no, of course. | don’t question the amount.” A lot 
more mumbling and Robert heard the thunking and rattle of 
JD probably shifting the phone to his other ear. “It’s just it 
might take me a little time to scrape together.” 


“Listen,” Snapped Robert, heat in his face making even his 
eyes feel hot. “Forget it. l'II consider it paid in full. Okay?” 


There was a stunned silence. “N-No,” said JD finally, his 
voice a little shaky. “No, that’s not okay. I’m not... pay my 
debts. Listen, | know | pissed you off, but can we talk about 
this?” said JD. “Fuck, | was drunk, Robert.” 


Robert literally bit his tongue. He counted backward from 
ten. He took a deep breath and contemplated the stained 
ceiling tiles of his office. He thought of all the appropriate 
answers, and then opened his mouth and said the one thing 
he was absolutely determined not to say. 


“Sure. We can talk.” 
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* OK OOK OK OX 


Somehow, they established a pattern of dinner and drinks 
every Thursday. Robert approached each ‘appointment’ with 
a businesslike demeanor, and a determination to not be 
used or taken advantage of. More often than not, he 
succumbed to his desires, and he and JD 


ended up jerking each other off in men’s rooms, parking 
lots, or the bushes. Sometimes, JD 


remained friendly and pleasant afterwards. Sometimes, not 
so much. But he always went home. He rarely, if ever, 
kissed Robert back, and usually he only participated in 
Robert’s pleasure by allowing the man to rut against him, or 
guided his hand up and down Robert’s cock. 


Robert was furious with himself. He was better than this. He 
wasn’t some prostitute in the park. But he couldn’t seem to 
stop. Worse, he’d all but lost any desire for anyone else. 


“| received the paperwork on my mother’s request,” said JD 
one evening over a flank steak. He grimaced. “They want 
another letter of recommendation. You'd think she was an 
IRA member!” 


“It'd be easier if you became a citizen,” said Robert, swirling 
wine in his glass. 


JD shook his head. “I’m an Irishman.” 
“American. Irishman. It’s just words.” 


JD put down his flatware carefully and met that expression 
with one of his own. “They aren’t just words, Robert.” 


“You vote in Irish elections? You own property there?” 
JD bit his lip. 


“You can call yourself anything you want,” said Robert. “It’s 
what you do that makes you what you are.” 


“What | do and what | choose to be are not necessarily the 
same thing,” said JD stiffly, fully aware that neither he nor 


Robert were now speaking of citizenship. 


Two bright red spots appeared in Robert’s cheeks, his eyes 
Snapped, and he sat back in his seat. “What you would 
choose? Fine.” He snatched up the napkin from his lap and 
Slapped it down on his plate. “l'Il get the check.” 


JD’s mouth opened and closed. “Robert.” 


“God forbid | interfere with your freedom of choice,” said 
Robert sourly. He stood and brushed crumbs from his jacket. 
But JD leaned across the table and took his wrist before he 
could walk off. 


“Robert, please.” 


God, he couldn’t resist him when JD looked at him like that. 
Like a guy drowning. 


Robert made a noise of frustration and ran his hand through 
his hair. “Let’s get out of here.” 
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JD quickly downed the last of his drink and jumped up from 
the table. “You're a saint, Roberto,” he said. His hand 
brushed Robert’s arm again. “I value your friendship, so 
much.” 


Fuck. He was going to explode, or go mad, or both. 


He drove JD back to his apartment, deep in a sulk, as JD 
would describe it. Chewing his lip and glowering ahead of 
him. 


JD put his hand on his shoulder, gave a quick warm squeeze. 
“Thanks, Robert.” 


“Wait,” said Robert. He took a deep breath. “We have to 
talk.” 


The whites of JD’s eyes showed when he looked at him. 
“Robert, | can’t.” 


“Then we have to stop...this.” 
“We can’t be friends?” 


Robert turned his head away. He couldn’t look at JD when he 
said this. “I’m crazy for you. It’s not fair.” 


“I’m not gay, Robert.” 
“Bullshit.” 
“I’m not...l’m sorry, | just don’t...” 


Robert turned, reached for JD, and met him in the middle of 
the front seat. JD’s head tilted back easily, his mouth 
opening under Robert’s assault, body arching. Robert closed 
his eyes and tasted the man’s desire, so rich and heady, felt 
a hand wrapping around the back of his neck. 


Robert pulled away, though, and shoved JD back against the 
car door. “You love that. 


You fucking do.” 


JD’s face flamed. His lips were red and swollen, his hair 
mussed. “That’s not the point.” 


“Not the point? What the hell does that mean?” 


“I’m not...” 

“Pinche homophobe,” spat Robert. 
“Nonsense.” 

“Bigot.” 

“Oh, please.” 

“Pirujo.” 


JD’s face flamed red. Well, he had learned something from 
Robert after all, it seemed. 


“| have a girlfriend, Roberto,” said JD acidly. 


“You ever fuck her?” Robert gripped the steering wheel as if 
he’d tear it off. “C’mon, man, tell the truth. You ever do it 
with her?” 


JD’s face was permanently maroon, it seemed. “A gentleman 
doesn’t discuss...” 


“Oh, for Christ’s sake! | have a right to know! You kiss me 
like that. You...fucking jerk off with me and...and then 
you...?” 
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“Fine, then. Yes. We...we have sex.” 


That silenced Robert. He clenched his teeth and thought 
maybe he tasted blood where he'd bitten himself. 


JD crumpled up against the passenger side door, washing 
his eyes with his hands and ranting in Gaelic. “Is that what 
you want to know, Robert? You want to know if | leave you 


and go to her? Yes, | do. | leave you, and I go to her, and... 
and the whole time I’m thinking of YOU!” JD hit the door of 
the car hard with his fist. 


Robert stared. This, he hadn’t expected. 
“Happy?” spat JD, nursing his wounded knuckles. 


“No,” said Robert honestly. He laid his arms on the steering 
wheel and put his head on them. He was a litigator. A good 
one. He argued the logical, obvious, legal truth, and he won. 


Or he obfuscated and confused the truth. And he won. 
This wasn’t something he could argue. 


“Volviendo loco.” His voice broke unexpectedly on the 
words. 


A hand touched Robert’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Robert. I’m 
being selfish.” JD’s voice was tearful. “If you need to go 


A quiver of need ran through Robert, and before he could 
think, he’d turned back into JD’s arms and was kissing him 
again. He didn’t stop this time. He couldn’t. JD writhed in his 
embrace, actually kissing him back, teeth catching at 
Robert’s lip, those little moans and gasps. Robert’s hands 
went exploring and found JD’s erection straining against his 
tight jeans. 


Somebody moaned. 


“God,” Robert heard himself saying hoarsely. He had hold of 
JD’s thigh and waist. His mouth tasted the man’s chin. 
“Please, oh, God, please...Jay.” 


“Robert,” whispered JD, “take me to your flat.” 
“You're drunk,” said Robert. 


“No, I’m not,” said JD. “Not very,” he hedged. “Let’s go to 
your place, Robert.” 


Robert actually thought of refusing. Part of him knew he’d 
just given JD some sort of ultimatum. But he’d been jerking 
off to thoughts of this guy with his hand around his cock for 
weeks now. And he was only twenty-eight. He wasn’t a 
saint. 


“Sure,” he said. 


JD stayed wrapped around him on the short drive to Robert’s 
flat. His hands cruised boldly over Robert’s thighs so he 
could barely drive. They stumbled up the stairs, stopping 
once to hump against the wall, precariously close to falling, 
until Robert dragged JD the rest of the way up. When they 
got into Robert’s bedroom, though, JD stopped, looking 
around confusedly. 


Robert wrapped his arms around him and took his mouth. 
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The kiss was wet and feverish, JD’s hands caressing Robert 
with a kind of hunger, slipping up under his shirt, touching 
skin, and moaning, his face full of pain. 


“It’s okay,” Robert soothed, kissing that face, caressing JD 
carefully, his head spinning with want. “C’mon.” He took one 
of those hands and led JD onto the bed, peeling off his coat, 
tie, and shirt as he pushed JD back. JD gave under him like 


every wet dream Roberto had been having about him, legs 
Spreading and pushing up, long hard cock pressing into 
Robert’s inner thigh, fingernails in the back of his neck. 
Robert pulled back and looked down at the pale disk of a 
face, black lashes twitching as JD’s eyes scanned Robert’s 
neck, traveled down to take in Robert’s wifebeater and his 
arms. 


JD’s eyes went hot; one hand reached to touch and it was 
like being burned, those fingers trailing down his chest to 
his navel. Robert shuddered, leaning over to take JD’s mouth 
again, his fingers plucking buttons free, pushing back fabric. 


Robert hopped up from the bed and unzipped his pants. JD 
sat up. He looked down at his shirt and began buttoning it 
up again. 


“No,” said Robert, grinning. “You’re going the wrong way, 
man.” He stayed JD’s hand lightly, but was batted away. JD 


seemed to mutter something and swayed as he regained his 
feet. 


“Goin’ home now,” he said, walking unsteadily back into the 
living room. 


Robert stared for a minute before following, hot and hard 
and as mad as he had been in a long time. “What?” 


“Take me home, please.” JD’s dignity and brogue were stiff. 
“Fuck, no, you asshole.” 


“Then,” JD staggered as he looked around the room for the 
phone. “Then I'll call a cab.” 


“You can’t get a cab to drive into your neighborhood this 
time of night, man.” 


JD wove unsteadily in place. “I don’t know if | feel safe 
getting back into a car with you,” he said, the words slurring 
together, but clear enough. 


Roberts’s dick was so hard it was fucking throbbing in his 
pants. The back of his neck stung from the scratches JD had 
put there. The man stood there with a hard-on so fierce his 
jeans material strained from his leg, and looked haughtily 
down his nose at Robert. 


Robert planted his fist right in the middle of that stuck up 
face. 


Thank God, he was drunk. Thank God, JD had good reflexes, 
because Robert’s fist broke neither nose nor teeth. JD’s lip 
would be swollen for a couple days. But that could have 
been his own fault. Because he recoiled from Robert’s punch 
and came at him, grabbing both of his shoulders and 
throwing him against the wall, open-mouthed, all teeth and 
tongue. 


His kiss was like a blow. Full of teeth and anger, tongue 
plunging down his throat, skin harsh against his cheeks. He 
held Robert’s chin in strong fingers and bit his lips. Then 
that mouth traveled down Robert’s neck, jerking back 
Robert’s collar to suck on the bone there. 
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Robert was gasping with shock still when JD went to his 
knees and unzipped Robert’s fly. 


“Help me to do this,” he demanded, looking up at Robert 
with hostile, tear-filled eyes. 


Robert’s brains completely shorted. It was the thought he’d 
have later, as at the moment he had no thoughts but lips, 


need those lips, need to come between those lips, and he 
fed his cock slowly into JD’s mouth. JD closed his eyes as 
though at some indescribable pleasure and licked 
experimentally at the tip. 


Robert groaned, deep in his gut. JD shivered all over and 
both his hands clasped Robert’s hips, as if they were the 
handles on a motorcycle. He suckled hard, his tongue sliding 
around the tip experimentally. Robert tipped his head up 
and moaned. 


JD took more of him in; Robert felt the soft palate of JD’s 
throat against his cockhead and his hips jumped. JD choked 
and Robert had to grab a table nearby to keep from 
grabbing JD’s head. 


“Take it slow,” he gasped hoarsely. “I’ll...I’ll try not to 
thrust.” 


JD’s eyes flew open and looked up at him. The anger was 
gone. He looked trusting and afraid. He closed them and 
appeared to concentrate on sucking harder, finding a way to 
draw more and more of Robert into his mouth. 


JD’s tongue, fluttering and sliding, came back to the slit, and 
Robert’s whole body lit up like a pinball machine about to 
jackpot. “Stop, I’m gonna...” he barely squeaked, and he 
arched as the orgasm poured like a volcano into JD’s mouth. 


“I’m sorry,” he said, when his vision had cleared. JD still 
knelt at his feet, back curved, head bowed. He was 
breathing hard and coughing a little. 


“Oh, my God,” Robert heard him whisper. He went to his 
knees and attempted to gather the man against him, JD 
feebly fighting him off. Whimpering and shaking all over, JD 


said “No, no, no,” while his entire body begged Roberto, and 
Roberto listened to the body. 


Opened JD’s jeans and helped him to lean back against the 
wall. Robert held the long cock in his hand and laved it 
tenderly with the flat of his tongue, whispering phrases of 
comfort to JD and to his need. 


He felt JD’s fingers slide into his hair, heard him whimper 
like a child, hips shifting, and he let his tongue play, tracing 
the vein. JD tasted here like he did everywhere else, but 
more so. Robert didn’t go down often, but with Jay he 
discovered he loved it. A steady stream of precum drooled 
from JD’s cock into Robert’s mouth, and he swallowed 
convulsively, allowing JD to push just a little in and out, his 
cock nudging the roof of Robert’s palate, his cheeks. 


“Roberto...” JD growled, deep and breathy, like he was 
dreaming, and Robert went to town. He wasn’t much good 
with the gag reflex, but he could surround JD, lick him all 
over, bob up and down while sucking as hard as possible. 
Popping off for a second to draw those practically hairless 
hard balls into his mouth, then back to the tip, letting his 
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and play there, his hands engaged, jacking the shaft with 
one, while the other tugged at JD’s sac. 


A sort of cry, as if in pain, another whimper, and JD’s hips 
jerked once. Robert’s mouth filled, and come dribbled from 
the corners of his mouth and down his chin as he tried to 
swallow. He had to pull off for a second, and a ribbon of 
white shot from that beautiful red cockhead as JD writhed; 
one hand almost pulled a chunk of Robert’s hair out. 


“Sweet thing, sweet thing,” crooned Robert, kissing JD’s 
spent penis, then sliding up to wrap his arms around the 
shuddering man. JD’s arms laced around him and held him 
like a drowning man would hold a life preserver. 


They lay wrapped around each other in silence for a long 
time. 


“I should go,” said JD after a while, still clutching Robert. 


“No,” said Robert. He pulled them both up to standing. “No, 
you'll stay here. l'Il Keep watch over you while you sleep.” 


JD continued to shake his head “no”, but he allowed Robert 
to guide him back to the bedroom. Obediently, he took the 
offered water and aspirin, let Robert tuck him under the 
blankets, and when Robert climbed in and spooned them 
together, arms possessively wrapped around JD, he wriggled 
into the warmth and fell fast asleep. 


Robert lay there and watched the way the streetlights 
played over JD’s hair. 


The sound of traffic woke him. Robert became aware of the 
warm body he held in his arms still snuggled up against him, 
cool, soft buttocks pressed against his morning erection, 
before he remembered whom he was holding. His memory 
heaved up the night before and he went as still as possible, 
afraid to even breathe. 


In his arms, the body stiffened. JD made a strange, 
disoriented sound. 


“JD?” whispered Robert. “You awake?” 


A shudder moved all through the torso under his arm. “Yes.” 


Robert closed his eyes, trying to think. Under his arm, JD’s 
ribs were rising and falling in rapid, small pulses, as if his 
breathing was fast and fearful. “Okay, now,” said Robert, 
very, very slowly easing his arm away from the man. “Don’t 
weird out on me, man.” 


“M not,” said JD, his voice tight. 


“You were drunk,” said Roberto. “It doesn’t have to mean 
anything, if you were drunk.” 


“It doesn’t?” asked JD, voice high and breathless. 
“You have a headache?” 

“No,” said JD. “No hangover.” He still didn’t move. 
“You want some coffee?” 

“Yes,” said JD. “That would be nice.” 
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Robert sat up carefully, and was about to ease himself off 
the bed when JD rolled over and looked up at him. 


“Robert?” 


JD was red-eyed, his face creased and puffy. He looked sick 
and fearful, and it broke Robert’s heart. 


“Yeah?” he asked hoarsely. 


JD’s fingers encircled Robert’s wrist and hung on. “What if | 
want it to mean something?” 
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Chapter Four 


Robert would always remember the first month of Jay’s and 
his sexual relationship as almost Eden-like. 


They had jobs. Thank God, or they probably both would 
have never left Robert’s loft. 


But JD would show up on Friday night, his small, carefully 
packed overnight bag in one hand, book bag full of papers in 
the other. 


“What are these?” asked Robert with a laugh that first night, 
drawing out the flannel pajamas. 


JD flushed, unpacking his shaving and bathroom kit. He 
cleared a little space on Robert’s sink. “I get cold,” he said. 


Robert was behind him, big arms around JD’s waist, so when 
JD looked up, hungry brown eyes met his in the mirror. “1 
won't let you get cold,” said Robert against his ear. One 
hand traveled up under JD’s shirt, the other down to boldly 
grab his crotch. 


JD shuddered from head to toe, pupils going huge and black. 
“Oh,” he whispered. 


Robert’s cock was growing against his backside and his 
tongue was writing something across the bone at the back 
of his neck. 


JD grabbed hold of the sink. “Oh. Ohhh,” he breathed. 


Fast as that, Robert’s fingers undid JD’s belt and zip, and the 
Irishman was standing there staring at himself in the mirror, 


pants pooled around his ankles as Robert slowly descended 
behind him, licking a line and pulling down his boxers as he 
went. 


“This is real,” said JD to his own image. 


Robert found the top of JD’s crack and poked his tongue into 
it. JD’s ass jumped toward that sensation and he gasped. 
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Robert’s fingers worked the tops of JD’s thighs. “Anybody 
ever eat you here, my angel?” And he chewed at the fatty 
pillow of one cheek. 


JD groaned, shivering all over, and Robert was up in an 
instant, spinning him around and tearing off his shirt. “We'll 
order in,” he said, ushering JD into the bedroom, pushing his 
unresisting body onto his bed. 


“Yeah,” said Robert, looking down with appreciation at the 
pantsless, flushed Irishman lying on his bed, half-erect cock 
waving at him like a flag. “I got a lot to show you,” he said, 
leaping onto JD. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Mmmrmmiph.” JD’s mouth always woke first, sucking at 
Robert’s neck like a hungry puppy’s. “Want you.” 


His want woke second, hard and urgent, poking into 
Robert’s thigh. 


Barely awake, Robert’s hand found and worked the hard 
flesh, thumb sliding across the slick at the tip, and JD 
shivered all over. His eyes opened, navy blue slits in a pink 
face. 


“Morning.” 


“Bieno.” Robert’s greeting muffled as their lips met. JD’s 
hand worked Robert’s cock slowly, expertly, their hips 
moving in an easy rhythm. 


Those moans, almost words, feeding into Robert’s mouth. 
JD’s hips jerking, come spraying hot between them, and 
then the long slide into orgasm that Robert’s body took. 


After a few minutes, JD rolled onto his chest. “You hungry?” 


Robert grunted assent. One hand splayed out on the 
mattress, the other gripping JD’s ass like it was some kind of 
soccer ball. 


“There’s crackers and beer in the refrigerator,” said Robert. 


JD giggled. Giggled. “We’ll get crumbs in the bed, lover.” 
Lover. That’s what he called Robert now. 


“Don’t care,” said Robert. He looked down at JD, who gazed 
up at him impishly. “Roll you in crumbs and bake you,” said 
Robert. “Mi polla.” 


“Mmmm.” JD licked and nibbled his way down Robert’s 
abdomen. “Mi chorizo. Mi churro. My roll of... What’s that 
word? Diablito.” 


Robert snorted. 


JD nuzzled and licked, intermingling kisses with his words. 
“Carajo grande, machete, mi elote.” 


“What? You made that one up.” Robert’s fingers twined in 
JD’s hair. 


JD worked Robert’s skin, sucking up a mark just below his 
hipbone. 


“Shit,” said Robert, twisting with the burn of it. 
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JD was giggling again. “You taste like me.” 

It was a wonder they didn’t starve to death. 


Work kept them grounded. Saving it all up until they met at 
Robert’s loft like two vehicles colliding. Friday nights went 
on until Sunday morning when they’d read the paper in bed, 
the comic pages spread over Robert’s ass. 


It was paradise. Impossibly perfect. But Robert knew it 
couldn’t last forever. That just wasn’t the way the world 
worked. 


x kx OK OK XK 
“Oh.” 
JD stood in the opening of Robert’s kitchenette, the towel 
with which he’d been drying his hair stopping midrub, his 
mouth opened, eyes big and scanning up and down Robert’s 
torso. 


“You leave any hot water?” asked Robert, sipping his coffee. 
He reached between his legs and scratched lazily at his 
balls. JD’s mouth opened and closed like a suffocating fish. 


“Jay? You...” 


What the fuck, he’d never liked that coffee cup anyway. 


“Be careful of the glass,” said JD, shoving Robert against the 
counter, dropping the towel and going to his knees. Robert 
chuckled, letting it happen. Who knew JD was so oral? 


He seemed to want to get every part of Robert into his 
mouth these days. The Formica edge dug into Robert’s ass 
cheeks, and JD’s mouth was wet and full of teeth where it 
traveled up the inside of his thigh, hands holding his hips in 
place. Robert stroked JD’s ear, cupped the back of his head. 


“Softer,” he said. “Fucking Christ!” as JD’s tongue pushed 
into his slit, flicking in and out. 


JD was sucking on him so hard that when he pulled off, it 
made a loud popping sound. 


He stroked Robert’s sacs. The sensation was like little jolts 
of static electricity. Robert moaned, struggling to remain 
standing. “Gonna come, Jay.” 


Jay licked a swath up his cock and Robert shuddered. “I 
want you to come in my mouth this time.” 


“Angel, it’s not respectful... “ 


“So don’t respect me.” JD laughed softly. “I don’t respect 
myself.” 


“What?” 


JD shook his head, tongue painting curlicues on the head of 
Robert’s cock. Robert hopped in place, that restless foot of 
his trying to chase down his orgasm. Then JD slid all the way 
down, throat closing around Robert’s cock, teeth just 
touching the skin, nose pushing hard into Robert’s pubes. 
Through the miasma of sensation, it occurred to Robert that 
JD had 36 A. M. Riley 


to be hurting himself. Robert was thick and long and he 
could feel the muscle in JD’s throat convulsing around him 
when fingernails pinched his sacs and he yelled, unable to 
control the jump of his hip as he shot. 


Then he was half sitting on the floor, half in JD’s lap, and his 
lover was breathing hard and laughing something to himself. 
Robert touched JD’s chin and tried to turn his face toward 
him. “What did you say, JD?” 


“Fucking came just from the taste of you,” said JD, and he 
didn’t sound happy about it. 


Robert eyed his kitchen floor. It was a mess of coffee, 
broken pottery, and JD’s copious semen. He started to 
laugh. 


“Glad you find that amusing,” said JD, sounding pretty 
pissed off. 


“Jay, what the fuck. Look at this place; it’s wild.” Robert 
struggled to his feet, raising JD 


with him. “You have a problem with mind-blowing sex all of 
a sudden?” 


“No.” But JD turned away, snatching up his dropped towel. 
“I’m just hungry, | guess.” 


He pulled open the refrigerator door and made a great show 
of peering around in it. “All you have is ketchup. Now tell 
me, what’s the point of ketchup with nothing to pour it 
on...?” 


“JD, talk to me.” Robert stood, arms akimbo, looking like a 
stern Atlas there in the kitchen. JD laughed. 


“Robert, | can’t talk to you when you’re naked and make any 
sense. Fuck, | can’t be within three feet of you and think 
straight. Can’t...can’t walk into this apartment, get in an old 
Chevy, fucking hear a Hispanic accent without getting 
hard.” JD suddenly punched the refrigerator with his fist. 


“God fucking dammit, we're out of beer.” 


“I'll go down to the corner and get some more,” said Robert, 
shrugging and watching JD warily. “You drive me crazy, too, 
lover. That’s the way it’s supposed to be.” 


“Really? You think so, Robert? You think two men are 
Supposed to rut like animals until they’re both exhausted, 
while the rest of humanity makes families and and...” 


Robert waited. 


JD rubbed at his mouth with his forearm. “My mother is 
coming over next week.” 


Ah. So that was it. “I see,” said Robert. 


“She wants to meet my fiancée, of course. Hadn’t gotten 
round to telling her that Marsha and | split.” 


“Let alone that you’re gay?” asked Robert, against his better 
judgment. 


“I’m bisexual, Robert. l-I think. And I’m not even sure about 
that. Maybe it’s just you. 


Something about you...” 


Robert could feel that lump in his throat. The one he got 
when he watched JD sleeping, or snuck a look at him when 


the man didn’t know he was being watched. “Tell me what 
you need, Jay,” he said softly. 
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JD didn’t look at him; he bent his head and nodded. “Okay, 
then, if it’s okay with you. 


lIL..PI call you.” 
Robert grabbed the counter with both hands. “Yeah. Sure.” 


JD walked into the bedroom. He got dressed. Got his things. 
Left. 


And that was the first time JD left Robert. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


JD came back two weeks later. Robert opened the door at 
three in the morning to the pounding, and stared at the 
drunken man trying to stand upright in his hallway. 


“Fucking thought you’d never answer,” said JD, not meeting 
his eye. “You alone?” 


His face was swollen. The hand with which he propped 
himself against the wall had bloody, opened knuckles, like 
JD had hit something with them. In the dim light, Robert 
could see sweat stains in the armpits of JD’s shirt, 
something spilled across the front. 


“What are you doing here, JD?” he asked. 


JD laughed. It sounded almost painful. “Yeah, well, that’s the 
thing. | can’t seem to stay away.” 


Robert didn’t know what to do. He’d never really believed 
he’d keep JD, had he? So when the man had left, it had been 
with a kind of fatalistic misery that he’d accepted the loss. 
Of course, he’d also gotten completely drunk and puked his 
guts out all night. Now, he stood, feeling as hollow and 
empty as a reed, and tried to grasp JD’s presence at his 
door. 


“| don’t know what to do,” he said. 


JD staggered a bit when he reached for him, but his eyes 
were dark and vulnerable, and the hand that rested on 
Robert’s shoulder was shaking. “You could kiss me,” he said. 
“Į really think | need...” 


Robert kissed him. He pushed him against the wall and 
kissed him, tasting whiskey and cigarettes and tears. Then 
he pushed him through the door, slamming it shut behind 
them with his foot, and walked him backward into the 
bathroom. 


JD looked around, wincing when Robert turned on the light. 
“What?” 


“You stink,” said Robert. “Take a shower. I'll make some 
coffee.” 


JD sat down on the toilet seat a little harder than a sober 
man would have. “I’m not forgiven, am I?” 


“It’s not about forgiveness,” said Robert. “Take a shower.” 


He came back later with a cup of coffee, and found a wet 
and slightly more sober JD 


standing in the bathroom in only a towel, and Robert 
stopped dead. “What’s wrong with your arm?” 


r 


JD looked down at his left arm, shrugged. “Bruises.’ 
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“What have you been doing, JD?” 

“Nothing. Robert, let’s go to bed.” 

Robert’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. 


“Fuck, Roberto, I’ve been jackin’ off every night thinking 
about you, and then crying myself to sleep. I’m sorry, okay? 
Fucking sorry. Now. Please. Take me to bed and make it all 
better. Would you?” 


How could he say no to that? 


The bed was unmade. Robert hadn’t been bothering. He’d 
been working nonstop since JD left, and he only fell into bed 
to sleep and then crawl out again. 


“Lie down,” said JD, giving him a playful push. He crawled 
up over Robert, his hair raining droplets on his chest, his 
smile wide and feral. “I was thinkin’ about you in the 
shower.” His cock was long and sloped upward already, that 
interesting little bend in it tilting it to portside. Robert 
grinned down that long, hard torso and spread his arms and 
legs wide, wriggling a little. 


“Yeah?” 


“| was thinkin’ about something | wanted to do.” JD’s eyes 
were like dark blue lava. He was breathing hard. 


“Something?” Robert shuddered as JD lowered his head, wet 
cold hair combining with sharp teeth across his chest. JD’s 
tongue was rough as a cat’s, dragging back and forth across 


Robert’s nipples. Hell, he’d never known he could like that. 
Fingernails and the rough calluses of thumbs moved in 
circles over his hips, belly. Robert could feel himself 
writhing, one foot moving restlessly against the sheets as 
that whine started in his throat. 

“Jay...” 

“Deseo culear,” Jay whispered in Robert’s ear. “Deseo dar 
candela por el culo.” 


I wan t 


t o fuck you... Robert moaned agreement to the words 
before he realized what Jay was asking. “What? No.” Robert 
twisted in Jay’s arms, cock full and heavy, body trembling 
with want, despite him willing it to resist. 


“Roll over, Bobby,” whispered JD against his ear, big hands 
urging him to do just that. 


Robert shook his head, but the trance state JD always put 
him in prevailed, and he did as he was urged. 


He felt thick fingers at his crack and hissed. “Nunca he 
tomado. Jay, I’ve never. 


Please...” 


“God. I’m your first? Jesus.” JD’s cock was wet, sliding back 
and forth in Robert’s crease. 


Something peaceful happened in Robert’s belly. The feeling 
of JD over and on top of him. Holding him still, holding him 
safe. The warm, rumpled sheets, his aching cock pushing 
into the mattress. He groaned. 
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“Yeah? Me, too, lover,” said JD, wet fingers sliding up and 
down, circling Robert’s hole. 


Jay had licked Robert there before, but now the thought of 
what he was about to do made Robert even more sensitive 
and he groaned again, his hips bucking toward the 
sensation. 


JD chuckled, a harsh sound, his mouth on Robert’s neck, at 
his ear. His fingers circled and pushed in. 


Robert grunted and JD crooned in his ear. “Easy, easy, 
relax...” while his finger pushed in and out. Long, thick, and 
then it just pushed right there and Robert saw the light. 


“Yeah?” JD hissed as he added another finger. “You want it, 
baby? You want it right there?” And he pushed on that spot 
again. 


“Si...please...please...” Robert mindlessly chanted, writhing 
and begging. His knee jerked as his foot tried to kick at the 
mattress, and JD’s hand massaged his buttock, deep, slow 

movements, wet fingers thrusting in and out. 


“Here | come,” whispered JD hoarsely. And Robert felt 
thickness there, pressure. He instinctively pulled away, but 
JD’s weight held him down, JD’s hand on his hip warm and 
firm, his mouth at his ear, whispering mindless endearments 
and obscenities. 


Robert moaned, feeling like he was melting, his lower body 
an ache and a shudder as the pressure and pain became a 
presence, became JD inside him. 


“Christ, fuck, oh, my God.” Robert chanted mindlessly, now 
pushing toward the sensation. JD was moving inside him, 
thick and glacial and hot. Whispers at his ear, sharp teeth, 
Robert’s whole body a spiraling sensation of heat and white. 


JD made an urgent noise and Robert could feel him moving 
hard against his ass. The pressure spreading him, then 
suddenly that spot was hit and he cried out. 


An answering wail from JD, fingers digging into Robert’s 
hips, everyone hot, sweat slippery, JD’s voice, JD’s heat 
pushing into his spine, JD’s weight on his back, hands 
everywhere, mouth on his neck. 


“Fuck, Robert, Christ, oh, Christ, Bobby, Bobby...” 


Robert’s whole body was heaving inside, hot and bright, and 
suddenly an orgasm spread through him like fire. He had no 
control over it, but rode it like a piece of driftwood rides an 
ocean wave. JD’s voice pitched louder; warmth inside 
Robert, and he registered that JD was coming inside him, 
JD... 


“Hush now.” Kisses at his ear, gentle hands, Robert heard 
the harsh, ugly sounds of a man sobbing. “Hush now, 
Bobby, it’s over, babe. Are you all right?” 


Robert swallowed back the harsh sounds he was making. He 
clutched at the mattress with both hands. “Si,” he 
whispered. His throat hurt and he knew he must have been 


yelling. 


“Oh, God, | hurt you.” Now JD’s voice was panicked. 
“Robert.” He scrabbled off of Robert, pulling out too quickly, 
and Robert cried out. “Sorry...oh geez.” JD urged Robert to 
roll onto his back and cradled him, running hands over him 
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selfish bastard. | lost it...you...you felt so good, Bobby.” JD’s 
mouth against his neck. Robert clutched at him, shaking his 
head. He couldn’t seem to find words. 


“No,” he managed to say. “You didn’t hurt me.” 
“You sure?” 


Robert wrapped his arms and legs around JD, closing his 
eyes and not thinking. He felt unraveled, stripped. Like a car 
whose engine had been removed. Heart and soul lying 
about the garage floor in neat piles. 


“Kiss me,” he whispered. 


A sound like a sob, and JD’s mouth was on his. Wet with 
emotion and sloppy. He held Robert and they rocked each 
other, JD’s hands ruffling Robert’s hair, mouth soft on his 
forehead, his cheeks. 


Robert let himself drift, let JD hold him together, fell asleep. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


He woke to an empty bed, the mattress beside him cool, 
which meant it had been vacant for a while. He still felt 
hollow inside, light and empty. Then he heard the typewriter. 


Clickety clickety clack clack ding... 


“Jay?” He padded out into the kitchen, looking around the 
small flat. Out on the balcony, he saw the tufts of JD’s 
uncombed hair bent over, and he followed the sound of 
typing and the smell of cigarette smoke. 


“Hi,” he said. JD looked up from where he sat. Feet propped 
on a plastic end table, long toes curled around the edge, 


typewriter balanced precariously on his thighs, cigarette 
hanging from his lips. He plucked the cigarette from his 
mouth and smiled that “gonna sell you something” smile. 
“Morning, gorgeous,” he said. 


His gaze traveled up and down Robert, going warm on the 
journey back up. “Hungry?” 


Robert grinned. “Yeah.” 


“Seriously,” said JD, carefully setting the typewriter down on 
a small stack of typewritten pages, and standing. “There is 
no food in this place. Don’t you ever cook, man?” 


He was wearing an old pair of Robert’s boxers. He must 
have been cold because goose pimples rose on his belly and 
chest as he stood there, vying with the freckles for 
dominance on that white skin. His legs were surprisingly 
muscular, sticking out from the boxers, covered with a 
downy strip of curling golden hairs. Those long fingers with 
their chewed nails now scratched at his chest. And he 
laughed. Robert pulled his eyes back to JD’s face. 


The smile was crooked and curious, the dimple flashing. 
Intelligent dark blue eyes scrutinized Robert. 


God, he loved him. 
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Robert felt like his tongue was stuck to the roof of his 
mouth. He swallowed hard and mustered enough Saliva to 
speak. “My momma cooked for me,” he said. “I never 
learned how.” 


“Jesus Christ. What a chauvinist,” laughed JD. The light 
breeze that swept the causeway ruffled his hair and he 
Shivered. “C’mon, lover, let’s get dressed and go to the 
store, and l'Il show you how to make an omelet.” 


“Okay.” Robert followed JD, that long stride crossing the 
living room and heading toward the bathroom. JD stopped at 
the door and turned, his eyes full of humor. “If you come in 
here with me, we'll never go out. They'll find our starved 
bodies twined together.” 


“Okay.” Robert had never felt so agreeable in his life. 


“I'll be quick. Won’t use all the hot water for once,” said JD, 
closing the door. 


Robert walked into the bedroom, sat down on the bed, and 
just sat there, looking sightlessly out the little window above 
his desk. He had a strange, unsettled feeling in his belly that 
he couldn’t identify. It wasn’t uncomfortable, just strange. 


“Hey.” Wet hair in spikes and a towel around those narrow 
hips, JD sauntered into the room, dripping water. “Your 
turn.” 


Happiness, he realized. He was happy. Feeling each move 
with careful precision, as if everything could break if he 
moved wrong, Robert went into the bathroom. It was still 
steamy and damp and smelled of shampoo. The shower was 
filled with a warmth that he imagined was JD, and he tilted 
his head into the spray, peace washing through him. 


He was happy and at peace. And it was all because of the 
Irishman whom he could hear whistling away in his 
bedroom. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Are you going to wear that?” asked Robert. 


JD looked down at himself. He was wearing the light blue 
cotton turtleneck and a pair of old jeans. Both were too 
tight, in Robert’s opinion. 


“You want me to go naked?” asked JD. He made as if to pull 
off the turtleneck. “H’okay, kinky.” 


“It’s cold,” said Robert. He thrust an oversize sweat jacket at 
JD. “Wear this.” 


JD complied. Still, as they walked down the aisles at the 
supermarket, Robert saw women’s eyes following JD. It 
made him feel a little sour in his belly, but he guessed there 
was nothing he could do about them. 


When JD stopped at the vegetable aisle and a stocking clerk 
looked him up and down, though, Robert’s world went red 
for a second. 


“What are you looking at?” The growl came from his own 
lips. 
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The terrified clerk gaped back at Robert, shaking his head. 
Probably wondering how an angry Latino had suddenly 
appeared three inches from his nose. 


“Robert?” Robert turned and saw JD’s worried face. 
“Something wrong?” 


“No.” Robert had JD by the upper arm and led him from 
produce to the meat department with one warning look shot 
back at the pale boy who still stood there. “Don’t we have 
enough for now, Jay?” 


“Ow,” said JD. “Robert, you’re hurting me.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


With JD safely back in the loft, Robert’s sense of disquiet 
disappeared. JD stood in his kitchen, singing and pushing at 
something in a pan with his spatula. Robert puttered around 
him, content. 


“What are you writing?” he asked, lugging the typewriter in 
from the balcony. He glanced down at the sheaves of papers 
in his hand. 


“Don’t read those,” said JD, attending to his eggs. “They 
aren’t finished.” 


Robert obediently put the papers into JD’s battered leather 
book bag without looking at them. “What are they?” Robert 
pulled a beer from the fridge and popped the cap, leaning 
against the counter and watching JD stir vegetables into the 


eggs. 


“Ah, well, the great Irish-American novel, of course,” said JD, 
a wry expression creasing his face. He held up a tiny dollop 
of yellow and green on a fork. “Taste?” 


Robert dutifully lapped the bit down. His eyebrows rose. 
“That’s good.” 


“You don’t have to look quite so surprised. | do have some 
Skills.” 


“You have a lot of skills,” said Robert, letting his voice growl 
suggestively. And he reached over and grabbed a handful of 
JD’s butt. 


“Besides that,” said JD, a flush slowly rising up his neck as 
Robert’s hand began working the nooks and crannies of his 
ass. “Robert, | honestly have to eat before we...” 


Chuckling, Robert removed his hand. 
“What’s the novel about?” 


“Life.” JD turned from the stove, shoveling his mixture onto 
two plates. “You're in it.” 


“Me?” Robert paused before he sat at the table. “You wrote 
about me?” 


Pink circles appeared on JD’s cheeks. 
“What does it say?” 
JD laughed. “I think huevos grande figured into it.” 


Robert’s intuition said JD wasn’t talking about the eggs in 
the omelet, but JD looked uncomfortable and a little 
unhappy, so he dropped the subject. 


“You'll have to let me read it when you’re done,” he said. 
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* OK OOK OK OX 


Robert wasn’t the only one who read JD’s book when it was 
finished. According to the New York Times Best Seller list, 
over 1 million people read it. Or at least bought it and 
displayed it on their bookshelves. 


JD went from being a shy, self-hating, closeted bisexual man 
to being the poster boy for brave homosexuality. Or at least 
that was the image his publicist insisted he try to project. 


“Lemos here,” Robert put on his glasses and peered at the 
luminous dial of his clock. It was 2:00 a.m. -- an inauspicious 
time for a phone call. 


“Bobby?” That one word, over a thousand miles of phone 
lines, and Robert could tell JD was deeply intoxicated. 


“It’s me. Jay...sweetheart, where are you?” 


“Hell if | know.” There was music in the background. “Some 
fucked up party in some fucked up town in the Midwest.” 
Robert heard the telltale clink and rattle of ice in a glass. 


“Fucking wish | were home, Bobby. | hate this.” 
“I know.” 


“Had to give a speech in front of a bunch of sour-faced 
academics about Ginsburg and Whitman and the history of 
manlove in the literary tradition.” JD’s voice slurred and spat 
the words. “Bobby, | just want to be in bed with you.” 


| wish you were here, too, mi amor. | miss you.” 


“Yeah, well, about that...” There was a blast of music and 
Robert didn’t know if Jay had finished his sentence or not. 


“What? Jay, what did you say?” 


“Hell, never mind, Bobby.” JD’s laughter had no joy in it. “l 
mean, it’s just sex, right? 


Why does it have to be such a big deal?” 


Robert’s entire body went cold, his mind blank. He clasped 
the phone to his ear and tried to breathe. 


“Anyway, another week of this bullshit is all. Guess | can 
handle it.” There were voices close to JD now, somebody 
maybe addressing him. Robert strained to hear names, 
words. 


“Gotta go, lover. See you soon.” And JD disconnected. 
Robert didn’t sleep for the rest of the night. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Robert!!!” JD was in full obnoxious asshole form. He floated 
across the airport lobby, drunk off his ass, one hand floating 
beside him like a scarf. “DARLING!” he screamed and threw 
both his arms around Robert. Robert recovered just barely 
and then was subjected to a big slobbery kiss. 
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“MISSSSSED you,” said JD, grinning down at him with so 
much hostility, it was startling. “Are they still there?” he 
whispered. 


“Who?” Robert glanced over JD’s shoulder. 


“Those fucking People Magazine cocksuckers,” said JD 
cheerily. “With their goddamn cameras.” 


Robert extracted himself from JD’s death grip. 
“There’s nobody there, JD.” 


“Oh.” JD dropped his flamboyant persona immediately and 
became the man that Robert knew and loved, red-eyed, 


weaving on his feet, rubbing at his face with the heel of one 
hand. “Just take me home, Bobby” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Robert got him home. Got him sober. And for that trouble, 
he was rewarded with the post drunk JD. The rage-aholic 
one. 


“Stupid shit!” yelled JD at the refrigerator’s vegetable 
drawer. He jerked it back and forth, repeatedly slamming it 
shut. 


Robert ran over and rescued the innocent plastic from his 
lover. “C’mere.” Robert reeled the man in until he held JD 
close to his chest. “You have something on your mind?” 


“No.” JD sulked, slumping in Robert’s arms. “I’m just hungry, 
| guess. All we have is chocolate sauce. Now tell me, what’s 
the point of chocolate sauce with nothing to pour it on...?” 


“I’ve got something here you can pour it on,” growled 
Robert. 


JD laughed. 

“JD, talk to me.” Robert nuzzled JD’s neck. 

“It’s so fucked up, Robert.” 

“What’s fucked up, lover? Tell me so | can fix it.” 


“Can’t think when you’re doing that,” said JD, a little shiver 

running up his back. His fingers traced the bulge of Robert’ 

arms. “Christ. No.” And he stepped back and out of Robert’s 
embrace. “You can’t fix everything with sex, Robert.” 


“No?” Robert let his own hand trail across his chest. 
Twitched his own nipple with two fingers. He knew how 
crazy it drove JD to watch Robert touch himself like that. 


“No.” Well at least JD was smiling now. He turned that grin 
away from Robert, though, and went over to the kitchen 
window. “You know, | hate these book pimping things.” 


“So, tell them you won’t do it anymore.” 
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“Yeah, well, easier said, Bobby. But | spend a lot of time on 
planes and waiting in airports, you know?” JD reached into 
the refrigerator and brought out a beer, popped the top with 
his thumb, and swallowed half the contents. “Gives a man 
time to think.” 


Robert figured it also gave JD time to seriously deplete the 
United States supply of Irish whiskey, but he remained 
silent. “Think about my life. What I’m doing with it.” 


The lump of anxiety over JD that lived always in Robert’s 
gut, like sourdough starter, swelled and began to foment. 
“Really?” 


“Robert, you realize we’ve been living together here for 
three years?” 


Actually, it would be four next week, but Robert let these 
anniversaries go by silently, hoping NOT to attract JD’s 
attention to them. “Huh,” he said. 


“I mean, what’s the point? What are we doing?” 


Robert was being happy for the first time in his life. “I don’t 
know, JD. It’s not so bad though, is it?” 


“It just seems so formless.” 
“Formless?” 


“Yeah. | mean, | guess | thought I’d be married and have 
kids. You know the whole stupid...well, | Know that’s all 
bullshit, but | guess | never thought what I’d replace it with.” 


Okay, this wasn’t so bad, thought Robert quickly. “Hold that 
idea,” he said, jogging toward the bedroom, one finger 
raised. “Stay right there, JD.” 


JD was on his second beer, but he hadn’t moved, when 
Robert came trotting back in the kitchen, his fist closed 
tightly around his find. He trotted right up to JD, where he 
stood there in his cutoffs; long feet in beaten Top-Siders 
crossed in front of him, and went to one knee there on the 
ceramic tile floor. 


He looked up at JD, whose mouth had popped open ina 
surprised little O and held up the ring. “Marry me,” said 
Robert, and was amazed at how it felt to say that. 


JD’s eyes, staring down at him, were wide and dark blue. 
Robert felt suddenly that he was drowning in the ocean of 
them. “This is my life, isn’t it, Robert? This...us?” 


“I want it to be,” said Robert simply. Oh, God, his guts were 
open, exposed. It hurt to take a breath to speak. “Please tell 
me you want it, too.” 


JD’s eyes read him. One finger touched Robert’s chin, 
followed the bone to his ear. 


“I’ve never met anyone like you. I...Robert, | need you.” 
“Marry me, then,” said Robert. “Let’s make it real.” 
“Can we do that?” 


“No. But we can make it legal. Some kind of civil ceremony, 
I'll bet.” 


JD looked breathless. “Okay.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


46 A. M. Riley 


The honeymoon was two weeks in San Francisco. Robert had 
never seen so many faeries in his life. But the restaurants 
were excellent, the shows wonderful, and the inn they 
stayed at very, very private. 


“Bobby?” An exasperated sigh and the slap of long feet on 
the bare floors. “Bobby, are you ever getting up?” 


Robert rolled over, eyes still closed, feeling the sheets he 
rolled onto warm and the pillow smelling of JD. “Come make 
me,” 


JD’s chuckle was closer. With his eyes closed, Robert could 
imagine him standing there in his rumpled boxers, hair 
sticking up all over. A few love bites on his chest. “You’d like 
that, wouldn’t you, you great horny pig.” 


Robert raised his eyebrows and frowned. “You weren’t 
complaining earlier.” 


“Not complaining now.” The mattress bounced as JD’s knees 
landed on it, straddled his hips. He opened his eyes. Even 
better. JD sans boxers, grinning like some sort of bedeviled 


leprechaun. His cock was long and hard and tapping against 
his belly. 


“Ooh, someone’s needy.” 


“Thought | was hungry, but then | thought maybe I'd eat a 
nice juicy Latino instead.” 


Long fingers painted rivulets down Robert’s chest, twining 
the hair there, running a circle around his navel, tickling 
downward, then back up, teasing, teasing. Roberts’s cock 
grew toward those fingers like a plant reaching for the sun. 


“RRRrr...” Robert stretched his arms out and writhed. 


“What’s that? Some new slang expression? What’s it mean, 
lover?” 


“Mmmm, touch me, Jay.” 


Jay chuckled, tightening his thighs around Robert’s and just 
rocking against him. 


“Maybe I will and maybe I won’t.” His fingers climbed, 
walked into Robert’s armpits, down his biceps. His head 
followed. He buried his face in Robert’s armpit and nuzzled. 
Robert twitched and moaned, but he couldn’t move with two 
hundred pounds of JD sitting on him. 


JD’s head moved slowly down Robert’s ribcage, his tongue 
coming out and painting some complicated design over his 
Skin. 


“You taste like salt.” 


“Worked up a sweat fucking some sweet ass | found,” said 
Robert, twisting to try to get his cock somewhere where he 


could rub it against something. 


“Mmmm.” JD’s tongue slid over Robert’s hips, fluttered over 
his belly. Robert got that sudden intense, desperate feeling. 


“JD,” he whispered. “Please, please, Jay.” 


Grinning down at him in that way he had been for weeks, JD 
raised his hips and positioned his ass over Robert’s cock. 
“Think you can handle it?” 
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Robert squeaked. JD lowered himself slowly, his jaw 
clenching as he controlled his descent. His channel was 
tight and clenched rhythmically around Robert as if his 
orgasm had already started. 


“What...” Robert started mumbling words his mother would 
have blushed to hear. 


“What are you doing?” 


“Kegels,” moaned JD, face flushed, eyes black. He raised 
himself a little, bringing Robert’s hand up to his cock, which 
seemed to swell in Robert’s palm. “Oh, fuck, Bobby,” he 
moaned, as he moved up and down. 


Robert thought his heart would stop. JD controlled the speed 
and motion, the weight of his body holding Robert’s hips still 
so that he writhed and begged and practically stripped the 
Skin off of JD’s cock as he jerked him off. 


JD quivered all over, bending a little in the middle, 
fingernails sharp against Robert’s hip. He made a noise like 


a small boy in pain and his cock spurted a long stream of 
come over Robert’s head. 


“Christ.” Robert felt his cock explode inside the heat and 
clenching tightness of JD. The orgasm seemed to rise slowly 
from his pelvis, up his spine so that he could actually 
visualize it entering his brain. At some point, he thought he 
blacked out, because the next thing he knew, JD’s wet body 
was stretched out on top of him, and those warm eyes were 
inches from his own. 


“Kiss me, lover,” whispered JD against his mouth. And 
Robert did. 
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Chapter Five 


Robert woke, mouth open and chewing at the material on 
which his head rested. 


“Roberto, mi amigo, wake up,” said a soft, deep voice near 
his ear. 


Robert would know that rumbling baritone anywhere. 
“Chato,” he whispered, wondering how Gabe had made it to 
their honeymoon. Then the machines bleeped, the 
respirator wheezed, and he remembered JD. 


Robert sat up fast. JD still lay there, prim and still, in the 
long white bed. 


Gabe’s hand gripped his shoulder. “I am here, my friend. Do 
you want some coffee? l'Il send one of the men for 
Starbucks; this hospital stuff is shit.” 


Robert nodded. “He hasn’t woken.” 


Gabe was silent for a minute, his hand a solid comforting 
presence on Robert’s shoulder. “What did the doctor say?” 


“Shock,” said Robert. “The anesthetic should have worn off 
hours ago, but maybe Jay doesn’t want to come back to us 
yet, Chato. Maybe he’s happier wherever he is right now.” 


“Carjacking was what they said,” said Gabe slowly. “You 
hear any different?” 


“Carjacking?” Robert shook his head. “Who would want that 
piece of shit he drove?” 


“Maybe they were after the other guy’s car.” 


Every new shock registered distantly. Like being repeatedly 
jabbed with a dull knife. 


“Other man?” asked Robert. 


Gabe lowered his voice and said in rapid Spanish. “Habia 
otro hombre con él. El otro hombre es muerto.” 


Shock felt like ice, he realized. Glacial, slow moving, a 
massive white numbness that encompassed your brain. 
Other man. The words buzzed around the shock like flies. 
Robert squelched them. “The man that he was with is 
dead?” 
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“Yes. Resto del Dios su Alma.” 


A kind of incoherent pain washed through Robert. “Who was 
he?” God help him, JD 


had been shot, for Christ’s sake, and he couldn’t stop 
himself from asking who the other man was. The crazy 
green-eyed gorilla in Robert’s head snapped and snarled. 
“He’s dead,” Robert told that part of himself, not even 
aware that he spoke the words aloud until Gabe responded. 


“Si. The vic’s name was Pablo Neruda. Roberto, he was a 
known Crip.” 


Robert almost laughed. “You saying JD was in the hood, 
banging?” 


“Don’t know what he was doing, my brother. They were in 
the parking lot at the Arena.” 


Outside a gay Latino dance club. Robert watched JD 
breathe. Why and who and what seemed so unimportant at 
the moment. 


“Maybe that’s just his style,” said Gabe, emphasizing the 
word in a peculiar way. 


It wasn’t until later that Robert would realize that his old 
friend was saying that JD 


liked Latino men. 


“They'll want to talk to him...when...he wakes, though,” said 
Gabe, careful with his words. Careful to say when, not if. 


Robert had that falling through space sensation and felt 
those strong fingers on his shoulder again. They steadied 
him. “Who will want to talk to him?” he asked. 


“Homicide. | saw a couple detectives out in the hall there 
when | came in.” 


Something fiercely protective rose up in Robert. He growled. 


Gabe’s hand patted him. “They want to talk to you now, 
Mosca. You up for it?” 


“No,” growled Robert. “Tell "em to fuck off.” 


“This is the LAPD, my brother. Nobody tells them to fuck off. 
You should let them test you for gunpowder, Roberto. And 
show them those pretty hands.” 


Robert looked at his hands in some confusion. 


“Someone beat those men,” said Gabe. 


Robert looked back at JD. Some man had beaten him. His 
fingers curled into fists at the thought. 


“Roberto, what did you do to your hands?” Gabe held 
Robert’s left hand in his big paw. 


“Lawnmower,” said Robert absently. “Gardener left it in the 
front yard yesterday.” 


Gabe stooped down then. Got right up next to him, big arm 
around Robert’s shoulder, soft warm breath at his ear. 
“Mosca, you hafta face this now, amigo. It makes you look 
bad.” 


“Don't care.” 
“Care, Roberto. Think. A man’s past follows him.” 
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Gabe stood, and Robert’s gaze followed him. He looked up 
at his old friend. “What past, Chato?” 


“It’s all past,” said Gabe, looking at JD with that peculiar 
squint of his. “It’s all part of who you are.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Huh,” said Kate after a minute. “I know that guy.” 


“A cop,” said Bill. It wasn’t a question. The guy wore a suit, 
but nobody walked a hallway like a cop, nobody entered a 
room or approached strangers, even strange doctors, like 
one. “Lemos has a friend who’s a cop?” Now, that was a 
Surprise. 


“He knew a bunch of the guys down at Rampart,” said Kate. 
“That’s what | heard. 


That’s one of the things that made it so fucked up.” 
“We should talk to him.” 


“Way he’s standing over Lemos, looks like we’ll have to talk 
through him,” said Kate. 


“Shit, what a mess.” 


As if he felt her gaze, the cop looked up and over at Bill and 
Kate. He raised his hand in a very commanding “come here” 
gesture. 


“Feel like saluting?” asked Bill wryly as they both snapped to 
and strode over to meet the man who emerged from the 
room and stood like a guardian in front of Ryan’s door. 


“Mmmm,” said Kate. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Pleased ta meetchya.” The guy’s hand was a huge piece of 
meat enclosing Bill’s hand. 


“Captain Gabe Lara, out of Rampart.” 


Next to him, Bill felt Kate twitching. “Lara? | thought you 
were major crimes. You working homicide for the Westside 
now?” 


Lara turned his attention to Kate. “Major crimes includes 
auto theft, Lieutenant. But this one’s yours. It’s just, Roberto 
Lemos and | grew up together,” said Lara. “Down on Hoover 
Street. You make a friend down there, they stick with you for 
life, you understand? 


So, of course he called me.” He laid his hand on the 
doorknob. He was big enough so that his entire body 
blocked the door. 


Kate looked him up and down. “Is Mr. Lemos ready to make 
a statement?” 


“Yeah, sure. Just...you know the situation, right?” 
Kate glanced at Bill. “Suppose you tell us,” she said. 


“Roberto and JD are...together.” Gabe paused 
uncomfortably. “You know, Roberto is homosexual, right? Jay 
is his...” 
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“Right,” said Bill. “Yeah, Lara, we knew that.” Fuck, if it 
didn’t look like Lara was blushing. “There something more 
we should know?” 


Lara gazed at him with those emotionless cop’s eyes. Dark 
brown and flat. “No.” 


Kate shifted her stance slightly. “You know them pretty 
well?” 


“I know Roberto,” said Gabe, carefully. “I knew his whole 
family.” 


“And Mr. Ryan?” 


Lara’s eyelids lowered imperceptibly, something shifted in 
his expression. “Jay, | don’t associate with much.” He 
reached behind him and turned the knob, letting the door 
open. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Gabe came into the room quietly for a man his size. 
“Mosca,” he said, his hand descending gently on Robert’s 
shoulder again. “It is time to make a statement.” 


Robert sighed, stroking the bit of JD’s hand he was allowed 
to touch, and Gabe gave his shoulder a squeeze. He turned 
toward the detectives. “How can | help you?” 


* OK OK OK OX 


Robert wasn’t one of those gay men who think every other 
man is a closeted homosexual. And he hadn’t much use for 
people who didn’t know what they wanted, so he didn’t 
bother to speculate about a man’s sexual orientation in 
general. 


But Bill Turner set off his radar like a fucking Cinco de Mayo 
celebration. 


“Mr. Lemos,” Bill shook his hand, eyes like a cop, flush in his 
cheeks like a shy teenager. 


“Kate Crandall, Bill Turner,” said the woman, both hands 
resting on her belt. “Thank you for speaking with us, Mr. 
Lemos. Is there somewhere you'd feel more comfortable 
talking?” 


Robert shook his head. He wasn’t leaving JD. 


Lemos looks like Hell, thought Bill. Hunched over in that 
chair, his eyes kept going back to the man in the bed, one 
hand a claw that clung to the guy’s mattress. Like he was 
afraid it would sail away on him. 


“You should know, sir, that we already have a list of 
suspects,” said Bill. And they did. 


Half of Compton. “Your partner’s friend may have been a 
target.” 


“We don’t know yet,” said Kate. “But Mr. Ryan may have 
been caught in the crossfire.” 


She didn’t mention JD’s bruises. Obviously more than 
caught in the fight. Caught up in the fight. 


“It’s standard for us to talk to all of the close family,” said 
Bill, watching the man like he was a bomb that might go off. 
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Kate took a deep breath. “Mr. Lemos,” she said. “Where 
were you last night between ten p.m. and four a.m.?” 


Lemos didn’t explode. He stared in confusion. 


“Roberto,” said Lara. “What were you doing last night before 
the hospital called?” 


Lemos cleared his throat. “I was at work last night. And 
later, | was at home, working in my office.” 


Bill raised his eyebrows. “Did anyone see you?” 


Lara’s laugh was harsh. “I’m sure somebody did. Mosca is 
hard to ignore.” 


Bill ignored him. “Mr. Lemos?” 


The man’s dazed expression didn’t seem to be feigned. “I... 
don’t...oh. The security desk signs us in.” 


“Robert works a lot,” Lara volunteered. Bill ground his teeth. 
“So, we can call your office and they'll verify your alibi?” 
Lemos seemed to wake a little at the word. “Alibi?” 

Kate’s sigh. “We have to ask everyone, Mr. Lemos.” 


Robert nodded. “Si. |...yes...no...oh, crap.” He looked 
immediately at Lara. “The guard wasn’t at his desk when | 
came in. Which was strange. He’s always there.” 


“What about Jorge?” asked Lara, and Lemos looked relieved. 


“Si. Jorge. My driver,” he explained to Kate and Bill. “He 
drove me home. He stayed.” 


He looked to Lara again. “Is Jorge still outside, Gabe? | 
forgot.” 


“I sent him home, Mosca,” said Lara, as to a young child. 
“He didn’t want to leave you, but | insisted.” 


Robert nodded. “The alarm at the house went off again 
tonight. Jorge is worried.” 


“Your alarm went off?” asked Bill. 
“Si, someone tried to break in. Jorge frightened them off.” 


Bill didn’t need to look at his partner. Interesting that Lemos 
had a break-in the same night his partner was attacked. He 
produced his blue notepad. “What’s the name of your 
security company?” They verified his home address, work. 
Robert gave them Jorge’s number and address, and asked 
them to call the man first before visiting him. “He’s from 
Nicaragua. 


They have a different experience of police there,” said 
Robert. 


“Do you own a gun, Mr. Lemos?” 


“Si?” Robert looked like he didn’t understand the point of 
the question. 


“Can you tell us where it is?” 


Lemos eyes kept going to Lara, as if he found the answers 
to the questions there. “In my office at home.” 


“lII get it for you,” said Lara. “Is the alarm code the same?” 
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Robert nodded, looking dazed. “Yes. Graci, Chato.” 


Kate clicked her ballpoint. To Bill’s ear, the tiny noise held a 
symphony of irritation. 


“Mr. Lemos,” she said. “Do you Know anyone who would 
want to hurt your...partner?” 


No, he didn’t, of course. Ryan was a saint, an angel. The 
apple of everybody’s eye. 


“Did you know Mr. Neruda?” 


Nope. But JD had a lot of friends he didn’t know. His partner 
was friendly, helpful, involved in many organizations. Kate 
sighed, writing away, imagining a golden halo suddenly 
appearing above JD’s head, right there in the hospital bed. 


“Will you submit to a DNA test?” It was a standard question, 
but Lemos flinched. 


“Why?” he asked. “Was he...? They didn’t tell me.” 


“Mr. Ryan and Mr. Neruda struggled,” said Bill. “Our lab will 
probably find tissue, hair, and other identifiable markers on 
them.” 


“Oh,” said Lemos, looking positively sick. 


“Have your lab people come up here,” said Lara. That big 
hand was on Lemos shoulder again. “Roberto will help in 
any way he can.” 


Kate drew out the photo of Neruda they’d been issued. “Mr. 
Lemos, have you ever seen this man?” 


Lemos was still shaken, but she’d swear his eyes registered 
another shock. “No,” he said. He stared at the photo, as if 
he couldn’t blink. “Never seen him before.” 


A nurse chose that moment to reenter the room. “Excuse 
me? Only two visitors at a time, I’m afraid.” 


“It’s fine,” said Kate immediately. “Thank you, Mr. Lemos. 
You've been very helpful.” 


It was always helpful to know when someone was lying. 
Kate snagged Bill with a twitch of her eyebrow. Lara 
followed them from the room. 


“There are security cameras all over the offices,” he told 
them, closing the door carefully behind him. 


“We'll get the tapes,” said Bill. “So, are we supposed to 
surmise that Mr. Ryan was an innocent bystander here?” 


“I told you, | don’t know JD well at all,” said Lara, looking 
uncomfortable. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he was just in the 
vicinity when the vic went down. | can’t imagine Roberto 
allowing him to run with a known gangster.” 


Allowing? Bill let one eyebrow twitch. “Seems strange that a 
happily married man would be at the Arena in the middle of 
the week, doesn’t it?” 


“Married?” Lara’s lip curled just a little. 
Kate shot Bill a look. “Whatever you want to call it.” 


“It’s a dance club, Lieutenant,” said Lara, blandly. “So I’ve 
heard. JD and Roberto like to dance.” 
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“He’s an unusual looking man,” said Bill. “People at the club 
will remember him.” 


Kate blew out a sigh. “We need a witness.” 
“And a weapon,” said Bill. 


Lara looked almost sympathetic. “How’d you two get this 
one?” 


“Just rolled to us,” said Kate, casually. 


“Bad luck,” said Lara. “When he’s himself, Roberto’s gonna 
want some answers.” 


“He’s not the only one wanting answers,” said Bill. 


“We need to know as soon as Ryan wakes,” said Kate. “And 
we’d appreciate it if you’d talk your friend into making a 
formal statement, soon, Lara.” 


“Yeah, of course.” Gabe frowned. “I got to tell you, though, 
Roberto shouldn’t be on your list of suspects, Detectives.” 


“Despite statistical averages,” said Bill drily. 


Gabe’s eyes went narrow and black. “That’s right, Turner. 
I’ve known Roberto all his life. He doesn’t resort to violence. 
He’s your typical lawyer type. He sues the bastards.” 


“He gonna sue me?” 


“Depends on how you handle yourself,” said Gabe evenly. 
“And, off the record, Mosca and | grew up in the middle of a 
Bloods and 18th Street war. And neither one of us fired a 
gun. So I’ve got to wonder what sort of evidence a guy like 
you might have that would implicate Robert.” 


“Lotta sane people go crazy when it’s their significant 
other,” said Bill 


“Yeah, well. Roberto and JD, they’ve been going crazy for 
over a decade, Turner. As it happens, they’ve been on the 
outs for a while now. Don’t know if Roberto would even give 
a shit.” 


Bill gazed through the glass at Lemos hunched over the still 
figure on the bed. He looked haunted, emotionally fragile. A 
picture’s worth a thousand words, they say. 


“Doesn't look like a guy who could care less,” said Bill. 


“I'd be careful if | were you,” said Lara, drily. “Roberto’s a 
very, very good lawyer.” 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


“Lemos knew the vic,” said Bill. They were standing in the 
lobby again. Kate was calling in the request for the security 
tapes at Lemos’s office and trying to reach his driver. 


The cell reception within the hospital was horrible. 


Kate cast him a look. “Don’t all those people know each 
other?” 


“All what people?” 

“Queers.” 

Bill scowled. “Was Neruda gay?” 
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“He was at a gay dance club.” 


“Last | heard, they don’t check your sexual preferences at 
the door of clubs,” said Bill. 


“"Course maybe they’re pickier in Los Angeles than in 
Seattle.” 


“Fuck off, Turner. You know what I mean.” 


“Yeah,” Bill gave her smile number forty-two, so she’d know 
he was kidding. And then he frowned. “Lemos lied, though. 
How interesting.” 


“Yas, "m 


Bill plucked at his lower lip in a thoughtful manner. 


“Hey,” said Kate, whapping his arm with the back of her 
hand. “Isn’t that Ryan’s doctor sprinting down the hallway?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Gabe had gotten those jackals out of the room, thank God, 
and Robert could go back to obsessing about JD. 


He stoked JD’s finger and thought about the photograph the 
detectives had shown him. 


It was one of those pictures parents framed and kept on the 
side table in the living room. 


Neruda in the graduation cap, holding a rolled document, 
standing in front of a photo of the local city college. 


Big white teeth in a huge smile, big liquid chocolate eyes, 
dimples denting both soft light brown cheeks. Square cubic 
zirconium in each ear. A handsome young Hispanic man 
who’d managed to scratch his way through the city college 
and earn a degree. Robert knew him. Fuck, he’d been him, 
twenty years ago, before he and Jay had gotten together. 


He’d met Neruda once, too. But that was nobody’s business. 
Nobody but his and JD’s. 


He touched the swollen soft skin of JD’s thumb and bowed 
his head. 


“Protector de los angeles, mi amor,” he whispered. 


“Angels, is it?” asked a soft voice and Robert looked up, 
startled, to see JD gazing sleepily down at him. 


“Hey,” said JD. And Robert leapt for the call button. A few 
minutes of frenzied activity ensued, Robert pacing up and 


down at the foot of the bed as the nurses and doctors took 
notes and readings, and waved their instruments in front of 
JD’s face. 


But those eyes were on Robert. Intense navy blue, gazing 
down the length of the bed at him. Huge black pupils, 
swelled by the painkillers. He blinked once; the thick black 
lashes beat up and down like the wings of a butterfly. 
Swollen broken lips moved. 


“I know you, don’t I?” he asked hoarsely. 

“Yes,” Robert managed to say, before a doctor intervened. 
“Mr. Riley, do you know what year it is?” 
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JD stared up at the man with an expression like awe. 
“Nineteen ninety-nine?” he guessed, his voice still a 
whisper. “Did...did the Y2K thing get me or somethin’?” 


More frenzied activity ensued. Robert was almost pushed 
out of the way by doctors, and just when his panic and 
outrage had reached a pitch, JD’s physician pulled him out 
of the room. 


“What’s going on?” 


“Mr. Riley is fine, Mr. Lemos. We just want to do a quick 
scan.” 


Inside, someone leaned over JD, shining a light in his eyes. 
“What?” asked Robert. 


“Mr. Riley appears to be suffering from temporary amnesia. 
Not unusual in these cases, but...” 


“He doesn’t know who he is?” 


“No, no, no.” The doctor sighed, looking harried and worn. 
“That’s a popular misconception.” 


“He didn’t know me.” 


“Probably temporary, Mr. Lemos. Retrograde amnesia is 
generally trauma-specific, and it usually doesn’t last for very 
long. Unless there is some underlying damage. Of course, 
we'll want to do an MRI to be sure there’s no bleeding... 
sometimes trauma...” 


“His brain is bleeding?” asked Robert, his voice squeaking a 
bit. 


The doctor looked around for help. 


“Mosca,” said Gabe’s voice at his ear. Warm and soothing. 
“Let the people do their work.” 


“I want to stay with JD.” 


A gurney was in the room. Robert couldn’t even see JD for 
all the bodies that surrounded the bed. 


Gabe’s hands on both of his arms now, literally steering him 
away. “Mosca, the doctors need you to leave.” 


“| can’t.” 


The only man who could ever be allowed to manhandle 
Robert walked him away from JD’s room. Robert craned to 
see behind them. 


Gabe nodded at one of the uniforms standing by the door. 
“Call us when he’s back,” he commanded. The man nodded. 


“You come to the café with me and eat,” said Gabe. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Smith pushed through the autopsy,” said Kate, pocketing 
her phone. “Neruda tested negative for drugs. And the 
coroner said the beating alone could have killed him.” 
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“Sounds like it was personal,” said Bill, huffing a little. They 
were climbing the stairs back up to the critical wing. Kate 
was in awesome physical condition, he surmised. He could 
barely keep up with her. 


“Damn it,” said Kate. 


“You see Lemos’s hand? Looks like he hit a brick wall 
sometime recently.” 


Kate made an unhappy noise. “Well, let’s make nice-nice 
and get a CSU tech to test Lemos for gunshot residue.” 


Bill swung the door open for her. The hallway they entered 
was remarkably quiet. The reporters had cleared out and 
there was only a sole uniformed officer sitting in a chair by 
the door. 


Through the glass, they could clearly see the empty room. 
“Hey, you notice that the man you're guarding is gone?” 
asked Bill. 


The patrolman gave Bill a hostile look. “They took him to the 
MRI room. My partner went with them.” His gaze shifted 
past Bill, and he pointed down the hallway. “There they are.” 


Kate and Bill almost followed the gurney back into JD’s 
room. 


“Mr. Ryan?” asked Bill. The man looked up at them. They’d 
given him something for the pain; his pupils were huge and 
dilated, but he managed a sloppy smile. 


Kate studied their victim/suspect, frowning thoughtfully. JD 
Ryan had a manner, even drugged and prone, that 
suggested sex. His eyes scanned up and down Bill’s body, 
resting on his face with an expression that bordered on 
lewd. Maybe it was the drugs, or maybe the man’s huge 
expressive blue eyes. But if a woman had looked at a man 
like that, Kate figured she knew what people would call her. 


She introduced herself and JD gave her the same smile, 
even the little once over, though he looked less interested. 
“How'd you do?” he asked. His eyes went back to Bill and 
did that little suggestive loop again. 


Her partner crossed both arms in front of himself. Well, she 
didn’t blame him. “Mr. 


Ryan, are you feeling up to answering some questions?” Bill 
asked. 


“Depends on the questions,” said JD, a suggestion of a leer 
on his lips. 


Kate raised her eyebrows. “The sooner you are able to talk 
to us, the better for our investigation,” she said. 


“Investigation?” asked JD, looking confused. “Why? What’s 
happened?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Some carbs and sugar, and a couple of cups of coffee, and 
Robert was back to his rational, if slightly surly, self. 


“Let’s go by that CS unit they got down here,” said Gabe, 
leading his friend into the ER. 
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Robert glared malevolently at the girl as she shone a light 
over his sleeve and hand. 


Opened his mouth and continued to glare as she swabbed 
his cheek. 


Gabe chuckled to himself and the tech looked up at him, 
allowing a small smile to crease her cheeks. “No gunshot 
residue, Captain Lara,” she said. 


“Well, of course not,” growled Robert. 


Gabe’s beeper flashed and he glanced at it. “Joseph’s been 
brought back to his bed, Mosca.” 


They met the doctor in the hallway on the way back to JD’s 
room. 


“Mr. Ryan appears to be well out of danger,” said the doctor 
happily as he trotted to keep up with Robert. “Retrograde 
amnesia is generally a reaction to trauma. We’ve found no 
physical abnormalities. Of course I'd like to...” 


“What the hell are you doing in here?” roared Robert as they 
came through the door of JD’s room. 


Kate and Bill both left the ground by a good inch, their eyes 
huge. JD turned and smiled at Robert. A huge, welcoming 


smile that he hadn’t gifted Robert with in years. Robert 
stopped midroar, stunned to the quick. 


“Hello! | wondered where you'd gone. These are Detectives 
Mackenzie and...Bill, I’m sorry I’ve forgotten your last 
name.” 


Bill Turner gave JD a little smile. “Don’t worry about it.” 


JD laughed. “Maybe it’s part of the amnesia. Damn. | dinna 
remember anything.” He looked up at Robert again, his eyes 
bright. “I know you, though, don’t I? You...you’re a friend.” 


“Yeah,” said Robert. He stepped forward and grasped the 
metal railing of the bed, the feel of the cold iron steadying 
him. “Yeah...we’re...friends.” 


JD looked worried. And a little stressed. “I’m sorry...| dinna 
remember.” 


“Don’t sweat it,” said Gabe, quickly. “Doc says you’re to 
relax and it'll all come back to you soon.” 


Robert gestured toward himself. “Robert Lemos,” he said. 
“You call me Bobby.” 


Something registered in JD’s face. His eyes wandered over 
Robert in that tactile manner of theirs. “Bobby,” he said, 
softly. 


Robert wanted to weep. He wanted to wrap his arms around 
JD and smell his hair. He wanted to put his fist in the faces 
of the two detectives and chase everybody else out of the 
room. 


He touched JD’s hand very gently. 


“So, did these dirt bags ask a lot of questions?” 


“Some. | couldna tell them anythin’, however. | don’t seem 
ta remember.” His brogue was as thick as it had been when 
he and Robert had first met. An odd side effect, perhaps, of 
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the amnesia. Robert had forgotten how sensual it was, how 
it focused him so much on JD’s mouth as he pronounced the 
words. 


“They act like you were lying? Threaten you with anything?” 


“Mr. Lemos,” said Bill. But JD’s hand was on his and he was 
smiling up at Robert with delight. 


“No. They were very respectful.” 


“PIL bet,” growled Robert. “These bastards harass you, 
they'll wish they'd never joined the force.” 


Gabe started laughing. “Christ, Roberto,” 


“It’s all right, Lieutenant,” said Kate. “We'll leave until a 
more convenient time.” 


JD blinked at him wonderingly as they filed out. 
“You okay?” asked Robert. 


“Yes,” said JD. His tongue came out and barely licked his 
broken lower lip. “Thank you.” 


Robert nodded, trying to swallow around the lump in his 
throat. “Christ, I’m glad to see you, Jay. See you awake, | 
mean.” 


“Feel like I’ve been asleep for years.” JD licked his lips again. 
“Has anyone called my mother?” 


Robert didn’t know how to answer this. But JD saved him the 
trouble. “Just try not to frighten the poor old thing. Did 
someone call Garfield High?” 


JD hadn’t taught at Garfield for years. “Jorge called...the 
school,” said Robert, laying the palm of his hand on JD’s 
arm. The hairs there curled in a way so familiar it made him 
ache. 


“Jorge?” A look very like panic in his face, JD wet his lips 
again. “l-I don’t...” 


“Don’t worry about it,” said Robert quickly. “Not important.” 


“Robert Lemos?” asked JD. Thoughts skittered across those 
clear blue eyes. “The detective said my medical insurance is 
under your name.” 


“I work for a very liberal law firm,” said Robert. 
“They give insurance to ‘friends?’” 


“Uh,” Robert stopped. “We’re, um, partners,” he said “Sort 
of.” 


“Business partners?” JD’s eyes were amused, teasing. 
“Lovers,” Robert admitted. 


“Oh.” JD said. And a smile twitched at the broken lips. “I’m 
guessin’ that means I’m gay, then.” 


Robert actually laughed. It came out in a burst of air, 
Surprising his mouth as much as it did his brain. “You’d say 
bisexual.” 
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“| would?” 
“It was an important distinction for you.” 


“Ah,” JD said. He looked confused, wetted his lips again, his 
left eyelid drooping in that telltale way it had. 


“You're tired,” Robert said. “We can talk later. You should 
rest.” 


“Will you stay?” JD’s fingers touched the cuff of Robert’s 
sleeve, a gentle supplicant gesture that turned Robert’s 
knees to water. 


“Okay.” They’d have to bind him and drag him out of the 
room now. 


“Good.” JD’s eyelids were already fluttering shut. “So, I'ma 
gay? Huh. Not so bad,” he said, “If I’ve got you.” 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Moments later, Gabe reappeared. He’d brought two 
uniformed officers with him, one of whom watched the 
hallway as Gabe and the other brought a chair into the 
room. 


“Thanks, man,” said Robert, sinking back into it after they’d 
wedged it into the small floor space. 


“He okay?” Gabe didn’t even glance at JD. 


“Tired. Still disoriented. He has no idea what’s going on, 
Gabe.” Robert yawned uncontrollably. The carbs had kicked 
in and now his body wanted to sleep. 


“You should go home,” said Gabe. “There’re men to watch 
him.” 


Robert didn’t bother to answer. Gabe would never 
understand this relationship. Never get that there was a 
bond beyond the physical. That had been clear from the 
very beginning. 


“Why shouldn’t you marry, have children, Roberto? Plenty of 
men have a boy sometimes, but...” 


“JD’s not some slut | picked up in a bar.” 


“Fine, then. Your amigo, whatever, Roberto. Have | eve 
judged your 


But it’s only sex, 
? 
man.” 


“It’s more than that.” 


“More than that? What the fuck more can there be? A man 
needs a family. | hate to see you all alone, my friend.” 


S 
“Jay i my family.” 


A disgusted noise. Gabe had had more than a few beers and 
was more expressive than usual. “That marcena? Shit, 
man.” 


“Don’t call him that.” 
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“You want ass, go for it. You want someone who will be there 
when you are old, Roberto, you find a wife. You let her give 
you children.” 


Around and around. In time, they both gave up trying to 
convince the other. Old friends remained that way by 
ignoring some things, accepting others. 


“He remember anything?” asked Gabe. 


Robert shook his head. “He’s been sleeping most of the day. 
He seems to have forgotten an entire decade.” 


“Really?” Gabe looked at the sleeping figure on the bed, his 
eyes doing that flinching thing they always did when he 
looked at JD. As if the sight hurt him. 


“Yeah. | mean he remembers Ireland, his mother. Fuck, 
Gabe, I’m not ready to tell him that she died two years ago.” 


“Yeah, that was tough, wasn’t it? | remember you said he 
went on a bender.” 


Robert rubbed at his forehead with his hand. “He knows he’s 
a teacher. He asked me to call the school. But he had the 
wrong school in his head.” 


“Shit. Doesn’t remember the accident, huh?” 


Robert shook his head in bewilderment. “How can he not 
remember me, Gabe?” 


Gabe clucked his tongue softly in his mouth. “I do not know, 
mi amigo. But perhaps it is a blessing.” 


“How so?” 


Gabe shrugged, eyebrows raised eloquently. “Perhaps now 
you can move on.” 


Robert slouched in the chair. He didn’t have an answer to 
that. 
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Chapter Six 


Kate and Bill climbed into their car. “So that was the real 
Robert Lemos,” said Bill. “I was starting to think you all were 
exaggerating.” 


“Bet he’s on the phone to Smith right now. Or has one of his 
flunkies making the call,” 


said Kate nervously. 


Bill settled into the passenger side, rubbing his chin 
thoughtfully. “No. He’s only worried about Ryan right now. 
You see how guilty he looked?” 


“No, Turner, | only saw how royally pissed off he looked. 
Listen, | want to clear that man immediately. Let’s get the 
alibi. This Jorge Vejar.” 


“Got it.” Bill flipped open the blue notepad where he’d jotted 
down the driver’s phone number, and called Vejar. The man 
sounded alert and awake, and eager to talk to them. He 
invited them to his house. Bill flipped the phone closed, 
open, and called the station, ordering up Jorge’s records. He 
waited patiently, while Kate made the loop from Hollywood 
to Silverlake via the freeways. 


Bill watched the passage of palm trees, yucca, and cars. 
“I’m never going to learn this city.” 


“You sure as hell better, Turner. There’s places in this town 
where no cab or bus has ever been. It’s like getting lost in 
the desert. Except the cacti are armed.” 


“Detective Turner?” The station desk clerk’s voice came 
back on the line. 


Bill listened for a minute, then thanked the woman and slid 
his phone closed. 


“Nothing. The man is clean as virgin snow.” The way he said 
it made Kate’s eyebrows shoot up. “He’s an immigrant, 
Crandall. Political refugee. Part of a release deal the United 
States made with his country.” 


“So we know nothin’ ’bout the guy.” 
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“Right.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“I’ve worked for Robert Lemos for seven years,” said Jorge 
in his carefully enunciated English. Bill imagined the man 
would sing opera beautifully. His voice was like honey. “He is 
a very good man.” 


Jorge lived just north of Sunset in Echo Park. Within spitting 
distance of the most virulently gang-disputed turf outside of 
Compton. But still, north of Sunset was not cheap, and the 
tiny house he lived in was very well cared for. The 
furnishings were sparse, but of good quality. 


“Nice place,” said Kate under her breath to Bill while Jorge 
was fetching coffee. “Maybe | should have become a 
‘driver’” 


Jorge came out of the kitchen with tea things on a tray. Just 
like Miss-fucking-Marpel, thought Bill. “Mr. Lemos would 
never break the law,” said Jorge, setting the tray down ona 
polished oak coffee table. 


Bill scooted over on the plush leather sofa when Jorge sat 
down. “’Course, you like your boss, | get that,” he said. “But 
you can’t lie for him. You know that, right?” 


Jorge’s eyes were the color of molasses. They studied Bill for 
a moment before he replied. “I am not lying,” he said. “Mr. 
Lemos was at the office until eleven p.m. Then, | drove him 
home. He invited me in to stay and watch the game on his 
television. He had recorded it,” Jorge said. 


“Which game was that?” asked Kate, leaning over to study a 
group of framed photographs on the wall. 


“The Galaxy played Texas this week,” said Jorge. “I had 
heard it on the radio while waiting for Mr. Lemos, but he...” 
He closed his lips together. 


“What?” asked Bill. 


“Mr. Lemos did not want to be alone, | think. So | agreed to 
watch the game with him. 


And then I heard somebody outside.” 


He gazed into Bill’s eyes, calmly, while Bill did the math. A 
soccer game lasts about two hours. The hospital had called 
after 4:00 a.m. Jorge and Lemos had found something to do 
for almost four hours. 


“Sounds like you and Lemos spend a lot of time together,” 
said Bill. 


Warm eyes, rimmed with black, thick dark lashes, and lush 
pretty lips. Jorge let Bill look at him, something ingenuous 
and trusting in his gaze. “It is my job,” said Jorge. 


“How long have you worked for Mr. Lemos?” 
“Seven years.” 

“Do men live together like that in Nicaragua?” 
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“No, Lieutenant.” Jorge obviously thought the idea was 
amusing. 


“Was it embarrassing for you?” 


Jorge looked surprised. “Si, at the beginning. But Mr. Lemos 
was very kind.” 


“And Mr. Ryan?” 


Jorge’s lashes looked like black stars over those pretty eyes. 
“Mr. Ryan was...very friendly.” 


“He made a pass at you?” 


Jorge dropped his gaze. “Lieutenant, | don’t understand. | 
thought you came to check Mr. Lemos’s alibi?” 


“We did,” said Kate, giving Bill that “shush” look. “Mr. Jorge, 
can you tell us exactly what time you dropped Mr. Lemos at 
his offices and what time it was that you next saw him?” 


Jorge produced his log book. Apparently, Lemos insisted that 
he scrupulously record his mileage and hours. 


“He pays into your social security and disability?” 


Jorge looked surprised again. “Of course.” 


Of course. Lemos was so fucking correct it made Bill’s teeth 
hurt Jorge watched as Kate transcribed information. “Mr. 
Lemos would never do anything wrong, Lieutenant,” he said. 
“And Mr. Ryan, he had moved away. Mr. Lemos was, how do 
you Say it? ‘Moved on’ from Mr. Ryan.” 


“Really?” asked Bill, seeing Lemos sitting by Ryan’s hospital 
bed, his face a sheet of fear. 


“How did that happen?” 


“It was very bad.” Jorge shrugged. “And then Mr. Ryan 
moved out.” 


“Very bad?” 


“Mr. Ryan’s mother, she died, you know. And Mr. Ryan, he 
didn’t take it so good. 


So...well,” he corrected himself carefully. “My English is still 
very bad.” He smiled at Bill with perfect white teeth. “He 
started to drink a lot,” said Jorge. 


“Lemos drinks?” 


“No, no. Mr. Ryan. He started to drink more is maybe how | 
should say it. Every night he was drunk. Sometimes he was 
drunk all day. He threw things. He threw things at me. 


One night when he didn’t come home all night, Mr. Lemos 
went looking for him.” 


“You drove him?” 


“Of course. Mr. Lemos, he had an address of some friend of 
Mr. Ryan. | drove there, Mr. Lemos went to the door, some 


man let him in. There was a fight then. | heard things 
breaking and men shouting. | was worried and went to the 
door, but then Mr. Lemos came out with Mr. Ryan. Mr. Ryan 
was...not wearing a shirt. He looked very bad and Mr. Ryan 
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was yelling...things...at Mr. Lemos. But Mr. Lemos made him 
get in the car and | drove them home.” 


“Okay,” said Bill. “We know these guys fight, but...” 


“The next morning, a man came to the door with a letter for 
Mr. Lemos. Mr. Lemos said Mr. Ryan was costing him a lot of 
money.” 


“Lemos was sued?” 


“No, Detective. | think he paid a man money to not call the 
newspapers. To not tell them what happened in that house.” 


“Wait,” said Bill. “Are you saying Lemos was being 
blackmailed?” 


“No, no, no,” said Jorge. “He only wanted to keep the 
newspapers from Mr. Ryan. Mr. 


Ryan hated newspapermen. After that, Mr. Ryan was not 
allowed to leave the house alone. 


Mr. Lemos took his keys and told him that | was to drive him 
anywhere. And then, Mr. Ryan moved his personal things to 
the bedroom downstairs. Mr. Lemos, he hardly came home 
at all. We had dinner downtown all the time.” 


The words poured from his mouth. Bill considered that Jorge 
probably had little opportunity to share the events he saw 
around him with anyone. 


“You drove Mr. Ryan whenever he needed to go 
somewhere?” 


“Yes, sir.” 
“Mr. Ryan had a lot of friends?” 


Jorge’s expression went wary again. “Mr. Ryan is very 
friendly.” 


“Did you ever see this man?” asked Bill, producing Neruda’s 
photo. 


Jorge looked surprised. “Yes.” 
“Was this a friend of Mr. Ryan’s?” 


Jorge looked uncomfortable. His eyes rose to Kate and then 
came back to Bill’s, an expression of helplessness in them. 
“Detective, | do not know what to say.” 


“Was Mr. Ryan having an affair with this man?” 


He could see he had shocked Jorge. Those pretty and 
earnest eyes dropped to Jorge’s hands. “I do not know.” 


“Does Mr. Lemos check your log book every week, Jorge?” 


“Once a month,” said Jorge. “Last month, he paid me 
overtime for driving him to Ventura County for the weekend. 
| told him it was my pleasure, but he said he must.” Jorge 
smiled, almost fondly, at the memory. “Mr. Lemos is a very 
kind man.” 


So, if Ryan had been visiting Neruda, Lemos would have 
known of it. 


“So, Jorge, who do you think killed Mr. Neruda?” 
“Gangs,” said Jorge, nodding sagely. 

“Do you think Mr. Ryan was involved with gangs?” 
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“Not all of Mr. Ryan’s friends were nice people,” said Jorge, 
thoughtfully. “Mr. Lemos sometimes would tell me, ‘Jorge, 
don’t let that man into our house.’” 


“You would be at the house when Mr. Lemos was at work?” 


“Sometimes, he would work late and send me to his house 
to watch Mr. Ryan.” 


Like daycare, thought Bill. He felt Kate looking at him, but 
he leaned toward Jorge and put his hand on the man’s arm, 
giving him a sympathetic look. “Mr. Lemos trusted you with 
a lot, didn’t he, Jorge?” he asked softly. 


“Mr. Lemos is my friend.” 

Bill looked at Kate. 

“Jorge, you wouldn’t happen to own a gun?” she asked. 
“Yes, ma’am,” said Jorge calmly. 


“May we see it?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


His paperwork was straight, and Jorge gladly agreed to hand 
his gun over for them to deliver to ballistics. 


Bill handled it carefully with his scene gloves. “You practice 
at the firing range lately, Jorge?” 


“No, sir,” said Jorge. “I should. The other night, | missed that 
man by many feet.” 


Bill set the bagged gun down on the table and stared. “That 
man?” 


“The man I shot at in our front yard.” 
Right. The attempted break-in. How fucking convenient. 


At the door, Bill stopped, as if he’d forgotten something. 
Kate stood at the foot of the steps when he stepped back in, 
handing his card to Jorge. “I wanted to ask you again, Jorge. 
| understand that you might feel the question ‘indelicate’ in 
front of a lady.” 


Jorge looked worried. “Yes?” 
“Was Mr. Ryan having sex with Mr. Neruda?” 


Jorge’s studied Bill for a full second before he answered. “| 
do not know the right answer to that question, Detective 
Turner.” 


“| see,” said Bill. “Well, if you think of anything else, be sure 
to call.” 


“I will,” said Jorge. “Detective Turner? Is Mr. Lemos going to 
be safe?” 


“Safe?” asked Bill. 


Jorge’s almost childlike eyes searched Bill’s worriedly. “From 
the gangs.” 


Bill put his hand gently on Jorge’s arm. “Mr. Lemos will be 
safe, Jorge. You be careful too, okay?” 
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Jorge nodded cautiously. “Yes, sir.” 


“Feel free to call me, Jorge, if you see or hear anything that 
concerns you.” 


“Yes, Detective. Good night.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Hmmm,” said Bill as they trotted back down the stairs from 
the house. 


“Good looking guy,” said Kate. 


“Huh,” said Bill, noncommittally. “I got the impression they 
were doing more than watching a prerecorded game.” 


“That’s what | was thinking,” said Kate. “A lot of the pictures 
on the wall are of him and Lemos.” 


“Wouldn’t think Jorge was Lemos’s type, judging by Ryan,” 
said Bill. 


“He’s not my type either. But I’d do him,” said Kate, 
Casually. 


Bill gave her a look, one eyebrow raised. “And your fiancé?” 


“Sheesh, Turner. Hypothetically. That man may not be the 
kind of guy | generally am attracted to, but he is hot. He is a 
walking Trojan ad. And sweet as hell. Quite a temptation on 
a long lonely night.” 


Bill slid down in his seat, playing with his lower lip and 
frowning out the window. 


“Have | shocked you?” 


“I’m incapable of shock,” said Bill. “You’ve shattered my 
idealization of you, though, yes.” 


Kate laughed. “So,” she said, “Vejar thinks Lemos walks on 
water. | love that.” 


“Lemos seems to inspire a hell of a lot of loyalty.” 
“Charismatic personality.” 


“Should think Ryan was the charismatic one,” said Bill. “He’s 
the charmer of the two. 


Lemos’s friends seem to really not like Ryan.” 


“I get the impression that Ryan is a player,” said Kate. 
“Maybe they don’t approve.” 


“Really?” Bill mulled this over for a while. 
“Hey, Bill. Who do you think sponsored Vejar’s citizenship?” 
Bill shook his head. “Now that’s a question.” 


“Call it in, will you?” Bill did, while Kate looped back the way 
they’d come but then got on the 101 south instead of the 
northwest on-ramp. 


Bill hung up his phone and pulled out his blue pad. “Never 
got the hang of writing in a moving vehicle,” he said. 
“Lemos sponsored Vejar, Crandall. You free next weekend? | 
want to take you to Vegas.” 
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“Wow,” said Kate. “So not only is Vejar jonesing for his boss, 
but he owes him. | am so sorry to hear that.” 


Bill was ticking off the bullets on his fingers. “No security 
alarm set off, no guard to verify him at work, alibi provided 
by loyal manservant who may have...” 


“Manservant? What Harlequin romance are you stuck in, 
Turner?” 


“.,.who may be having an affair with Lemos.” 
“Having an affair?” asked Kate. “Bill...” 
“Whatever,” said Bill. “In my opinion, Lemos has no alibi.” 


“Yes, he does, Bill. It’s not a great alibi, but it’s an alibi. 
Which means | don’t have to turn this car around and bring 
the man in for questioning. Thanks be to God.” She slid 
easily across three lanes of traffic, cars braking to 
accommodate the car with the prominent sheriff's office 
plates. 


“Where we going?” 
“Neruda’s mother,” said Kate. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Bill wondered sometimes what it was about certain places 
that made the hairs stand up on the back of a man’s neck. 


Kate gave him a quick appraisal. “You ever been down 
here?” 


“Sure,” said Bill. “Couple times.” 


Maybe there was a code, some sort of primal recognition, 
that told the visceral part of him that in the center of a 
thickly populated urban population, in the middle of the first 
clear day in two weeks, the streets should not be so empty. 
That there should be more children visible in a 
neighborhood which had such an overcrowded school 
system. 


Dawn had barely lightened the cloudless skies when he and 
Kate finally left the coroner’s office, report in hand. The sky 
was bright blue and Bill could see details of the lush 
mountains to either side of the freeway as Kate sped down 
the 101. A brother of Neruda’s had ID’d the body, but he’d 
issued an invitation to the investigative team to visit his 
mother, who wished to make a statement, but was too ill to 
travel. 


“Do you know who would have wanted to kill your brother?” 


Octavio Neruda gave Kate that look that Bill privately called 
the “ain’t nobody home” 


look. “No. Pablo, he stayed out of trouble.” 


Kate’s face showed no opinion of this statement whatsoever. 
“He got busted for possession last year.” 


“That one time. He was clean. He didn’t run with those loco 
batos no more.” 


Right. His crazy friend had beent 


S 
he users. Not Neruda. 
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Bill imagined that the manager of the Arena would be busy 
today trying to clear the candles, flowers, and notes from 
the parking lot where their victim had fallen. There was a 
glut of the same in front of Neruda’s residence, all around 
the front gate and marching up the sidewalk. 


Kate and he stood to either side of the door and she 
knocked. 


Neither of them expected an immediate answer, so when 
the door flew open and a large Hispanic man wearing a gray 
wifebeater over baggy shorts stood behind the screen door, 
they both jumped a bit. 


“Cops,” said the man, flatly. He folded his arms in front of 
his chest. 


“¿Está Señora Neruda en la casa?” asked Kate. 


“Mrs. Neruda is bereaved,” said the man smoothly. He had 
the nasally accent Bill had come to associate with South 
Central. “What do you want?” 


“We understood Mrs. Neruda was available to make a 
statement,” said Kate, her voice sweetly polite. 


“Joseph?” A woman’s voice sounded behind him. “Let them 
in.” The man turned immediately. Bill would have, too. That 
was not the voice of a woman to whom one said no. 


They were ushered past what would have been the living 
room to a large addition in the back, which now obviously 
served as the family center. The walls were covered with 
photographs, the room itself filled with furniture. Two large 
couches, a number of large chairs. A wide-screen TV. People 
crowded the room, pouring in and out of the adjoining 
kitchen, spreading food across the dining table there. 


Quite a few younger people stood about, coffee cups in their 
hands. Another group could be seen beyond the doors to 
the room, smoking, apparently, on the attached back porch. 


Bill noted that the furniture had been arranged so that the 
focal point of the room was not the television, but a woman 
ensconced in a large reclining chair. She was fully dressed, 
but swathed in blankets, oversized pillows propping her up. 
Black hair, barely sprinkled with white, pulled straight back 
in a bun. Thick gold earrings dangled from each lobe, and 
her eyes, enormous and emotional, watched Bill and Kate’s 
every step as they entered the room. 


“We are sorry for your loss, ma’am,” said Kate immediately. 
“Thank you for talking to us.” 


The woman Sat up straight on her throne, chin high, black 
eyes staring at Kate 


“These are Pablo’s brothers and friends,” said the woman 
with some pride. The group did not move or acknowledge 
Kate or Bill in any way. “My Pablo was a good boy. He did not 
take drugs. He was obedient and had respect.” 


“Yes, ma'am,” said Kate. Her gaze scanned the room. Over a 
dozen pairs of eyes watched her like they would the beacon 
from a police helicopter. 
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“Paulo, give Mrs. Crandall a juice,” commanded Mrs. 

Neruda, and a young man snapped to his feet and handed 
Kate a cup and a still sealed container of orange juice. As an 
afterthought, he did the same for Bill. Kate opened the thing 
and poured it into her cup, the entire assembly watching her 
every move. 


“We're hoping one of you might Know who wanted to hurt 
Pablo?” asked Kate casually as she poured. 


Nobody answered her. 


“You know, he was at a club with a Joseph Ryan. Mr. Ryan 
will remember who attacked them, probably soon. Whoever 
was there should step forward now,” said Kate. And she 
sipped at her juice. 


Silence. 
“Did any of you Know Mr. Ryan?” asked Bill. 


Mrs. Neruda’s head barely turned to look at him, her 
expression regal and full of disdain. “Mr. Ryan was helping 
Pablo.” 


“With what?” asked Bill. 


The woman addressed Kate. “My son was studying for the 
test to be a lawyer. Mr. Ryan was helping him.” 


“Your son was in law school?” 
“No, no, no. He was taking a test to be a lawyer.” 


“Legal aid,” volunteered a man who sat near them, dark, 
pretty eyes, a half-lidded stare and sensual lips, one big fist 
encircling a glass of milk. He looked like an older version of 


the brother, Octavio, that they’d seen earlier. “Pablo was 
gonna be a paralegal, maybe.” 


“Pablo was real smart,” said a pretty young woman sitting 
nearby. 


“My son was a good man,” declared Mrs. Neruda. 
“Yes, ma’am,” said Kate. 


“The police don’t think so,” said a young woman. “All they 
see is a Mexican, and they think he’s into drugs.” 


Bill thought it impolitic to point out that Pablo had been into 
drugs. 


“He was helping Mr. Ryan with his work,” volunteered 
another. 


Bill dug out his blue notepad and saw every eye in the room 
dart to it and stick. He opened it slowly, watching them 
watch him do so. “He say what they were working on?” 


A few of the men’s eyes darted away. 


“He said it was muy importante, a big deal,” said the one 
who had spoken before. “But he didn’t say why.” 


“Did he have any other friends who might know 
something?” asked Kate. 


Stony silence. 
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“Pablo have a girlfriend?” asked Kate. 


Young men gave them the “nobody home” stare. 


One of the men near the glass doors said, “Mr. Ryan, he said 
he was our Pablo’s friend.” 


“He forgot to tell us he was a gay,” said a young man. 
Several voices hushed him and he looked nervously at Mrs. 
Neruda. “Excuse me,” he said, eyes downcast. 


“There was a big party here a week ago,” said Kate, setting 
down her empty glass. 


“Anybody here go to that?” 
Another solid silence. 


Kate gave Mrs. Neruda a measured look and said, “When 
was the last time any of you saw Pablo?” 


“Last Sunday, he was here for church,” said the younger 
brother. “He has a van so he can take Mama in her chair. 
Now the cops took it. How are we supposed to take Mama to 
church now?” 


“Maybe we can get the van released soon,” said Bill. “If we 
find whoever killed your brother.” 


“You going to keep it till your lame asses find whoever did 
Pablo?” The woman’s voice began attaining outraged 
decibels. “You kidding me?” 


Kate made a mental note to whack Bill upside the head 
when they were alone again. 


She turned back to Mrs. Neruda. 


“Did your son ever tell you what he and Mr. Ryan were 
working on together?” 


“Yeah,” said Octavio. “He said they was gonna bust a dirty 
cop.” 


“We trusted Mr. Ryan,” said the madre, and now she was 
venomous. 


* OK OK OK OX 


“Holy shit,” said Kate, they were safely back in their car and 
on the 101 headed north again. Her partner thoughtfully 
plucked at his lower lip. 


“A dirty cop?” 


“He was just trying to piss us off. Turner, don’t ever promise 
something you can’t give, okay? Those people aren’t 
stupid.” 


“Why can’t we give it?” asked Bill, looking honestly puzzled. 
“As soon as we find the persons who shot...” 


“This is a gang hit, Bill. You saw those faces. No one is 


1m 


gonna tell us nothin’. 


Bill frowned thoughtfully and tapped the arm rest. “What 
the hell do you think Ryan had Neruda involved in?” he 
asked. 


“Ryan?” Kate saw the man in her minds eye. “Nothing 
illegal; the guy’s not the type. 


Maybe something immoral.” 
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“You think they were...having an affair?” 


Kate’s eyes crinkled at the corners in amusement. “You're 
terribly Victorian for a homicide detective, Turner.” 


“You think Ryan was using his money and prestige to seduce 
some innocent Hispanic kid and buy his family’s 
cooperation, don’t you?” asked Bill, shuddering inwardly. 


“I think Neruda was twenty-three, with known gang 
connections. | saw a couple men in that room that I’m gonna 
go back and find huge files on, | bet. Neruda wasn’t some 
innocent. | think it’s interesting that the family seems to 
think so.” 


“They’re grieving. They want to blame someone other than 
Neruda.” 


“We trusted Mr. Ryan,” quoted Kate, her brows puzzled. 
“What a weird thing to say.” 


“What next?” 


Kate was negotiating their entrance onto the freeway. She 
waited until she was in the carpool lane, going around 
eighty, before she answered. 


“Useless exercise, maybe, but let’s go pull the family’s 
sheets. See what went down last week at the party.” 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


They’d barely stepped into the station when the desk 
sergeant informed them that the valet from the club had 
come in, as requested, to make a statement. 


The kid was like a shorted-out wire, eyes huge and startled. 
Kate took his arm and he almost jumped into a file cabinet. 


“Sorry,” she said. “It’s this room, Mr. Carson.” 


The kid looked around the small interview room, his 
eyebrows almost comically creased with worry. 


“Standard,” said Bill. “Would you like me to leave the door 
open?” 


“Yes,” said Jerry immediately. He stared up at Bill, wide 
eyed. “Should | have a lawyer to do this?” 


“Do you need a lawyer?” asked Kate. 


The kid’s head was vibrating, sheen of sweat on his 
forehead. “I don’t think so. l-I just saw this green car crash 
our gate. | didn’t see anything else.” 


“How many people in the car?” 
“One man,” said Jerry. “l-I think.” 
“You get a good look at this man?” 


“I was really just looking at the headlights. | thought he was 
going to hit the gatehouse for a minute there.” 
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“Why did you think that? Did he indicate in some way that 
he intended to crash the gate beforehand?” 


“Have you seen the tapes?” asked Jerry, leaning forward 
and gripping the desk with both hands. “He was peeling 
through the parking lot so fast his tires were screaming. | 
didn’t know what he was gonna do, but when he pointed the 


nose of that car at my gatehouse, all | could think about was 
getting out of there.” 


Bill nodded. Seemed very plausible to him. 
“I'd feel the same way,” said Kate. 


Jerry calmed a little. “Yeah? Oh. | was afraid people would 
think | should have, I dunno, tried to stop him somehow.” 


Bill smiled. “Sounds like that would have been impossible.” 


“Still. They never get tired of it, you know? Sometimes we 
feel like, ‘okay, that’s it, I’m not putting up with this 
anymore.’” 


“Get tired of what?” asked Bill. 


“Queer haters. You know. Beatings.” Jerry scowled and 
looked off toward a corner of the room. “Sorry, guess you 
don’t much care about all that.” 


“Hate crimes are illegal, Mr. Carson. That’s why we call them 
crimes. Why do you think this might have been a hate 
crime?” 


The man’s forehead wrinkled in that almost comical way 
again, and he looked back and forth between them. “No 
reason.” 


Bill pulled up a chair and sat down across the table from 
Jerry. His proximity seemed to simultaneously frighten and 
intrigue the young man. His eyes darted over Bill’s face, his 
neck, his torso, and back up again. And he tried a brave 
little smile. “I guess I’m just paranoid.” 


“Have there been threats that you’ve heard against 
customers, or even the club itself?” 


Jerry shook his head immediately, and then stopped and 
tipped it sideways. “Well, that group comes by and prays for 
us sometimes.” 


Bill managed to hide the smile that wanted to pop to his 
lips. 


“But they don’t seem violent.” 
“Anyone you'd associate with gangs?’ asked Kate. 


“Well...sure,” said Jerry, as if that were so obvious as to be 
almost stupid. “Christ, it’s LA, man.” 


“Did you notice anything that evening? Anyone 
congregating in the parking lot?” 


“I try not to notice stuff, you guys.” 


Kate sighed. Bill narrowed his eyes and studied Jerry, and 
for some reason it made the young man squirm like he was 
suddenly under a heat lamp. “Listen,” he said. “I don’t want 
anything bad to happen to the club and Alex’s ass is on the 
line for this.” 
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“Alexander, the manager?” 


“Yeah. He’s...” Jerry’s eyes did that darting thing again. 
“He’s a friend and we just want this to go away, you know? 
So if | knew anything, believe me, I’d tell you.” 


Bill believed him. He looked at Kate and knew by the 
chagrined and defeated expression on her face that she 


believed him, too. They called in the secretary and took the 
man’s statement, and thanked him for coming in. 


Kate watched him practically running from the stationhouse. 
“I want to go over the other valet’s statement with him,” 
she said, suddenly. 


They called the club, got a phone number, called the man. 
He had another job across town and couldn’t come in to the 
station, but when they suggested that there were holes in 
his statement, he was able to take a lunch break to speak to 
them. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“You want a Coke or something?” Stephan worked at a 
neighborhood Mexican restaurant where the uniforms were 
almost Disneyland costumes. He twitched at Bill’s look and 
said, “Hey, it’s a job.” 


“We were wondering,” said Kate. “Were there fights in the 
parking lot last night?” 


Stephan blinked. His eyes were green as emeralds and 
framed with lush black eyelashes. He shook his head. 
“Fighting’s against the rules.” 


“I'll bet people fight anyway,” said Kate drily. 
He swallowed. “Sometimes.” 


Bill looked him up and down again. His perusal seemed to 
make Stephen even more nervous. “You know the men who 
were shot?” asked Bill. 


“N-N-No... | didn’t look too close.” 


“You didn’t hear anyone calling for help?” 
Stephen scowled. “I would have told you that,” he said. 


“Oh, | see,” said Kate. “And what would you not have told 
us?” 


The guy jerked and shivered and his eyes darted from Bill to 
Kate and back again. 


“Maybe | heard the shots,” he said. “Earlier, before the gate 
crash. But then...| might have forgotten about it.” 


“Is it that usual to hear gunshots?” asked Bill. 


“I thought maybe it was a car backfire. And then that guy 
peels around the corner, and | forgot all about it.” 


“How long between the shots and the car crashing the 
gate?” 


Stephen blinked. “I don’t know.” 

“You know it was a man? Did you see him?” asked Kate. 
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Stephen’s eyes were getting bigger and bigger. He kept 
wiping his hands on his stained apron. “I...just assumed,” he 
said. “There weren’t many girls at the club last night.” 


“You'd notice?” asked Bill, drily. 
Stephen gave him a disgusted look. “I’m straight.” 


Bill couldn’t help the little jerk one of his eyebrows did. 


“It’s a job, man. Those guys tip good,” said Stephen. He 
gave Bill a truly seductive smile. 


Those pretty eyes narrowed and brightened. Black eyebrows 
cocky as 007. “All | have to do is smile.” 


“So, what made you go to the back of the lot later on?” 
asked Kate. 


Stephan looked at Kate and hummed. “I thought | heard 
something again?” 


“What kind of something?” 


“Another backfire?” Stephan frowned. “And then | 
remembered those guys and then...” 


“What guys?” 
Stephan’s eyes flew back to Bill’s. “What?” 
“You said you remembered ‘those guys’” 


Stephen’s mouth opened and seemed to stay stuck that 
way. 


Bill didn’t even say anything. He just looked at him. 


“Okay, okay, so | wasn’t exactly on duty, you know? Fuck, 
you tell Alex and I’m fired, man. My girl was there and we 
might have been taking a little break. Some guys were 
fighting in the lot. | could hear them yelling. I’m supposed to 
go break up fights, but we were...you know? | just wanted 
to...you know? And then I was cleaning up and heard the 
car’s tires squealing. | ran out and there was the guy driving 
that green car through the gate.” 


Stephen was talking rapidly, looking around himself and 
twisting the corner of his apron as he spoke. 


“What were the men yelling?” 


“I don’t know. They were just loud voices coming through 
the wall.” Stephan’s cheeks flushed slightly. “We were in the 
back room. There’s no windows there, so | could only hear 
them. Don’t tell them, okay? | need both of these jobs.” 


Bill sighed and looked at Kate. “Come down to the station 
and amend your statement later, and we'll keep it to 
ourselves,” he said. 


“This sucks,” said Kate, as they walked back to the car. 


“Somebody had to have seen those two men laying out 
there,” said Bill. He searched his pockets and drew out a 
cigarette package. 


Kate stopped by the car and waited for Bill to smoke his 
cigarette. “We might be lucky,’ 


she said. 
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Finding a witness in Los Angeles, a city of over 7 million, 
was remarkably difficult. 


There seemed to be a lack of confidence in the ability of the 
LAPD to protect them, and an almost awesome fear of the 
criminals. 


Bill mused. “No motive. No weapon. No witnesses.” 


“And a high-powered attorney crawling up our captain’s ass 
to make an arrest.” 


“Lemos called?” 


“He will, partner. Every time | turn around, | feel Smith’s 
eyes on my back.” 


“We need Ryan to recover his memory,” said Bill, throwing 
his cigarette to the ground. 


“Assuming he’s telling the truth,” said Kate. “And actually 
can’t recall the incident.” 


“Kate?” asked Bill as he climbed into the car. “What if Ryan 
is protecting someone?” 


“Fuck you, Turner,” said Kate calmly. “Let’s go back and pull 
the Neruda family’s sheets. There’s got to be a motive in 
there somewhere.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


In Kate’s opinion, the jury was still out on her partnership 
with Bill Turner. But in one area, they were a perfect match. 
Kate hated paperwork. Bill, on the other hand... Kate shook 
her head and regarded her partner. 


Bill sat, pencil between his teeth, fingers deep in a thick 
manila folder, feet propped up on a document box, with the 
happy, busy look of a squirrel unearthing nuts. He looked up 
from the thick folder in which his nose was buried and 
pulled the pencil from his mouth. 


“What do you think of Neruda’s brothers?” 


“I’ve seen guys come out of worse families and keep it 
Straight,” she said. 


“You see the Perez connection?” 


“What do you mean?” 


“These guys both had Perez arrests that were overthrown.” 
Bill held up two arrest reports and punched at the “arresting 
officer” box on one of them. “You see that?” 


“You know, | absolutely hate that,” said Kate. “Lotta bad 
guys running around loose because of one fucked up cop.” 


“You think it was just one?” asked Bill, having the sense to 
keep his comment low. 


Kate shot him a look. “You weren’t down here,” she said. 
“You don’t know.” 


Bill had heard this response enough to have grown both 
accustomed to it and sick to death of it. “They’ve kept it 
clean since then.” 


“No, they haven't,” Kate expostulated, throwing a hand 
toward the thick folder. 


r 


“No convictions, partner,” said Bill. “Just a lot of arrests.’ 


Kate frowned and picked up the latest report. She read it. 
Set it down and picked up the next one. After a while, she 
sat back in her chair. “Reputable witness issues.” 
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“Not surprising.” It was hard to find a witness that didn’t 
have some kind of disreputable affiliation down in Compton. 
And then, the sort of people who “happened” to be in the 
vicinity when a crime went down were often persons who 


had been involved with similar crimes themselves at some 
time. 


Kate picked up another report, perused it. Then she turned 
to her computer and punched in some things. She sat back 
and looked at her partner. 


“What?” 


“I know one of the witness names. Just a coincidence, of 
course. Compton is a small town, in a way.” 


Bill waited for her to drop the other shoe. 


“But, | never knew there was a connection between him and 
Neruda. And...” She stood, opened the drawer, and drew out 
her bag. Bill stood, looking at her expectantly. 


“FI tell you the rest in the car,” said Kate. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“You don’t know what it was like to be on the streets in 
those days.” Kate was driving them south on the 101 again. 


“Were you in South Central?” 


“No, thank Christ. But it was bad everywhere. It was like you 
expected every citizen to pick up a rock at any minute. 
Sometimes, you'd look into their eyes and you’d swear you 
could see them thinking about it.” She sighed, sliding the 
car into a narrow street parking spot. “Everybody looked at 
us like we were the criminals.” 


“Well,” said Bill, carefully. “You watch that Rodney King tape 
over and over, you’re bound to think things like that.” 


Kate shot him a hostile look, but then shook her head, her 
expression grim. “Yeah. 


Idiots.” 


“I was working the street near Echo Park pretty regularly. It 
was like a banked fire, I’m telling you. | had a lot of guys 
who used to talk to me suddenly disappear or develop early 
Alzheimer’s, it seemed. And it wasn’t healthy to be seen 
talking to a cop all of a sudden.” 


“Had it ever been?” 


“Geez, Turner, you been watching too much television. 
We're respected down here.” 


“Down here” being, apparently, the neighborhood into 
which they’d exited from the freeway. They were about 
three blocks up from the house in which Neruda’s mother 
lived. 


Bill recognized the corner grocery with the red, white, and 
navy blue paint decorating its stuccoed exterior. When 
they’d driven by it the other day, the parking lot next door 
had had graffiti from one end of the cement wall to the 
other. That had been removed, apparently, and now a rival 
gang’s colors declared their names and symbols. 
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Kate threw her arm over the seatback, seeming to lean a 
little toward Bill, her voice lowering incrementally, as if the 
car were bugged. 


“This guy we're going to talk to was one of the 
“disreputable” witnesses in the original Ovando trial. He was 


in deep to Temple Street, and | think he even had something 
to do with Death Row Records back in the day.” 


“Why was his testimony suspect?” Despite Lieutenant 
Perez's statements, they’d never really proved that the 
Rampart CRASH officers were dirty. It seemed everyone who 
testified either used, dealt, or had something to do with the 
trafficking of drugs. Go figure. 


“He’s a junkie.” Kate said, shrugging. 


She turned the key and set the alarm. “He used to be able 
to tell me where suspects might be, you know? And then, he 
suddenly didn’t know anything about anybody. Didn’t much 
blame him, but still... And | didn’t know he knew Neruda.” 


“We still don’t know he knew him,” Bill pointed out. 


Kate paused with her car door halfway open. “Try to let me 
do the talking?” 


“Don’t | usually?” asked Bill. 
Kate rolled her eyes. “Sure, Turner.” 


The shop was what Bill expected. One wall was a 
refrigerator case full of beer, with a single narrow shelf set 
aside for milk, juice, and frozen burritos. A couple of shelves 
of canned and packaged foods. Well-thumbed magazines, 
and an extensive and well-stocked liquor and tobacco 
collection that stretched across the wall behind the cash 
register. A portrait of a young American soldier hung directly 
behind the cash register. Underneath it, a worn-looking 
painting of Buddha. 


“Can | help you officers?” The elderly man who appeared 
behind the counter had a thick, musical accent. His skin was 


dark brown, leathern, his eyes jet black. His hair was very 
Short and slicked back. He put his hands on either side of 
the counter, and an expensive Rolex and thick gold ring 
flashed. 


“Is Abi here?” asked Kate. 


“Is he in trouble again?” asked the man, mildly. “That little 
shit.” 


“No, no, no,” said Kate. “I wanted to talk to him.” 


The man regarded her for a minute, then bellowed toward 
the back of the store, 


“Abishake!” 


The man who came sauntering out, seemingly unconcerned 
about the volume or urgency with which his name had been 
bellowed, was about thirty, lanky and tall with shiny, blue- 
black hair that swept his shoulders. He wore a very nice 
cream-colored sweater and what looked like suit pants. 


He looks more like a GQ model than an addict, thought Bill. 
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The man’s eyes positively encircled Kate, wandering happily 
all over her bosoms and hips. “What can | do for you, Officer 
Kate?” he asked, and grinned with a beautiful wide white set 
of teeth. 


Kate appeared to be completely unmoved by the smile. 
“Pablo Neruda,” she said, simply. 


Abi’s face transformed from lecherous to furious in less than 
a second. “Those assholes, they killed him.” 


“Abi!” And the older man spat a stream of furious Urdu at 
Abi. 


Abi flinched 
“Those assholes have names, Abi?” asked Kate calmly. 


Abi watched the man cautiously, but he answered. “The 
cops. Not you, beautiful. The other cops.” 


Kate didn’t appear to be the least bit surprised by this 
declaration. “How do you know that?” 


“Who else would do it? Hewitt told us he’d get us.” 


“Abi, Hewitt’s not around anymore. I’m thinking maybe 
Neruda owed somebody money? Maybe his dealer?” 


“Nah, Pabbo was clean, Officer Kate. He didn’t do drugs no 
more.” 


“How did you know him, then?” asked Kate. 


The man behind the counter rounded on Abi and advanced 
on him physically while unleashing another torrent of Urdu. 
Abi answered him shortly, enormous black eyes rolling from 
his uncle to Kate and back again. 


The man turned and said quite calmly, “My nephew met the 
Neruda boy at his NA meetings.” 


Bill watched Abi nervously watching the smaller, older man. 


Kate didn’t argue the point. “Do you know what he was up 
to, that ‘they’ would want to kill him?” 


“Revenge,” said Abi. 

“Hmmm,” said Kate. “Revenge for what?” 

Abi’s face went sly. “I don’t know.” 

“There was a party last week, Abi. Did you go to it, maybe?” 
“Which party?” asked Abi. 

“Abi,” said his uncle. 


“No, Officer Kate,” said Abi immediately. “I don’t go to 
parties no more. | work. | go home. | sleep.” 


“You have any friends that went? Maybe there was some 
trouble that Pablo got into?” 
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The uncle said something terse in Urdu and Abi flinched. 
“Pablo didn’t go to parties no more, either. He was going to 
school. | don’t know why someone shot him. Maybe he 
screwed someone on a deal. Before he went straight,” he 
said, his voice almost a whine as he watched his uncle. 


Kate tsked. “You said a cop killed him.” 


Abi nodded eagerly. “Yeah. Yeah, Pablo, maybe he screwed a 
cop on a deal.” 


Kate blew a sigh through her lips and gave up. 


“You ever seen either of these men?” asked Bill, producing 
the pictures of Ryan and Lemos. 


Abi looked at the pictures. “Yeah, sure.” 


“Which one, Abi?” asked Kate, patiently. 


Abi flicked a well-manicured finger at the picture of JD. “That 
one. That was Pablo’s white man that was keeping him.” 


“Are you sure?” 


Abi eyes rested on Bill. There was a lot of energy and 
emotion in that gaze. A kind of manic intensity. “I’m sure,” 
he said. “That’s Pablo’s white man. He took him places. 
Gave him things. Pablo said the man was going to help him 
get into a school. His whole family. He gave them presents.” 
Abi shook his head, rolled his eyes. “Pretty sick, man.” 


“Abi!” And this time, whatever the man said to Abi must 
have been truly terrifying. He almost crouched before him, 
his hands in a supplicating gesture, talking a mile a minute. 


“My nephew apologizes,” said the man. “He has a 
disgusting filthy mouth. We are very sorry for the Neruda 
boy’s family. Please offer our condolences.” 


Kate was scrutinizing Abi in that way that made the hairs on 
Bills arms stand up. “You going to meetings, Abi?” 


Those beautiful large eyes glittered. “Of course, Officer 
Kate.” 


“And you saw Neruda at these meetings?” 


Abi’s eyes made a nervous little move toward the small man 
who stood, heavy arms crossed across his chest, glaring at 
him. “Sometimes, | saw him there.” 


Bill could feel Kate willing him to keep his mouth shut. So he 
did. Outside, though, he had to ask. 


“A condition of his parole was the Narcotics Anonymous 
meetings. I’m betting that’s where he scores. His uncle’s 
pretty strict. Abishake’s father was sent back to India. His 
uncle’s a solid citizen, but no way he’s gonna let his 
brother’s son anywhere near more trouble. He told me 
there’s a hit out on him back home. No way.” 


“He’s high right now,” said Bill, all the mannerisms suddenly 
clicking into place. 
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“I’ve never seen Abi not high. Straight or not, though, if he 
doesn’t go to meetings, his parole officer’Il be up his ass. 
And, worse, his uncle will beat the crap out of him.” Kate 
sounded like she approved of the uncle. 


“What'd he get busted for?” 


“Possession with intent. He wasn’t holding much and the 
arresting officers fucked up the blood tox test, so they let 
him plea out.” 


“What'd he give up?” 
“One of his sources. Some pissant dealer out of Ojai.” 


“What was that about Hewitt?” Bill Hewitt had been one of 
the officers originally implicated by Perez during the whole 
Rampart “bad cop” scandal. The man was rogue, given to 
beating suspects, instead of arresting them, and had finally 
been fired after beating a suspect in the station in front of a 
dozen witnesses. 


“Abi lies,” said Kate, shrugging. “And I think he might be a 
little paranoid. He thinks Bill Hewitt is everywhere, like the 
bogeyman.” 


Kate strolled around to her car door and looked across the 
hood at Bill. “Let’s get Abi’s parole officer on the phone. I'd 
like more info about those NA meetings.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Pablo Neruda was picked up with Abishake, but wasn’t 
held,” said Lewis Ohambra when Kate called the parole 
officer from the station. “You won't find any records on the 
kid, but he had a habit.” 


“Not when he died,” said Kate. “According to the coroner’s 
report.” 


“Hey,” said Lewis, drily. “Maybe the program works.” 


“Seems our boys were at the same meetings; you know 
where and when they meet?” 


Lewis agreed to email her a calendar and Kate jabbed away 
at her computer, trying to catch up on some paperwork. 


Bill decided to do a little research on his own. 
* OK XK KO 
“Don’t do that again,” said Kate. 


Bill Turner flipped the page of the report he was reading and 
glanced up at her. 


“What?” 


“That ‘hoo-boy, isn’t that something’ whistle you keep 
doing. Stop it.” 


Bill blinked at her in some confusion and wondered briefly 
about hormones and cycles of the moon. “Why?” 


“Well, at least hand it over, so | can see what all the 
excitement is about.” 
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Bill dutifully handed over the reports. 


Kate glanced at the name on the cover and slapped the 
folder down on her desk. “Are you fucking kidding?” 


“Just read them,” said Bill. 


Kate gave him a dark look, but opened the folder. She 
perused the reports inside for a while, and then she 
whistled. 


“Did we check out the gun?” asked Kate. 


Bill gave her a look full of meaning. “Funny thing. Lara 
couldn’t find it. Seems Lemos can’t remember when it went 
missing, as he never uses it.” 


“Fuck,” said Kate. 


“Yeah,” said Bill. “Did you hear from Lemos’s security 
company yet?” 


“Alarm was never tripped. The driver called in later and 
reported an attempted breakin.” 


“Of course, the police weren’t called,” said Bill, as if he’d 
read the book. 


Kate shook her head. “Actually, they were. A couple of the 
neighbors heard shots. 


Units arrived after Lemos and Vejar had left the house, 
though.” 


“Anybody else see anything?” 


“They interviewed the citizen who called it in, but all they 
got was an earful about how long it'd taken them to 
respond.” 


“Had it taken long?” 


“According to the report, over twenty minutes. If there was 
an attempted break-in, it'd be easy for the suspect to get 
out of the neighborhood.” 


Bill frowned and tapped his pencil rapidly against the edge 
of the desk. 


Kate looked at her partner, worriedly. She and Bill had been 
assigned to each other just two months ago. They’d solved 
the only case that had landed on their desk quickly and by 
the book, and she’d seen nothing of the “problematic” 
personality for which Bill had developed a reputation. 


She knew about the drinking problem. He’d told her the first 
day. “I’d rather not drive,” he’d said, placing the keys to the 
assigned car firmly in the palm of Kate’s hand. “I had a 
series of DUI’s in Oregon,” he said, his eyes expressionless, 
his voice deadpan, “which did not carry to my California 
license. And I’m in an alcohol recovery program. But I'd 
rather not drive.” 


Given that plenty of policemen struggled with alcohol 
addiction, though, Kate didn’t think drinking was the 


problem that Bill’s previous partners had been unable to 
bear. Maybe the honesty about it grated on a few nerves. 
She suspected it was something else, though. Bill seemed 
capable of an almost brutally blind pursuit of the truth. 
Whatever that was. It scared the crap out of her. 
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“Bill, why are we pulling Lemos’s sheet, anyway?” 


Bill looked honestly surprised. “He’s the vic’s spouse. He 
had motive, opportunity.” 


“And an alibi,” said Kate. “Thank Christ.” 


“Three complaints,” said Bill. “Half a dozen people at 
different times have seen and heard Lemos threaten Ryan. 
And his sundry boyfriends.” The pencil’s tapping rhythm 
changed to a three-four time. A waltz. “But no actual acts of 
violence.” 


“Maybe the guy just has a big mouth,” said Kate. 


“Maybe. Or maybe he’s just careful. Or maybe Ryan was 
afraid to complain.” 


“Now Lemos is a wife beater?” 
Bill shrugged. His pencil tapped. 
“What else have we got?” asked Kate. 


“Bartender from the Arena called and said he wants to make 
a statement. Stephan recognized a guy we have in our 
books for grand auto.” 


“Sounds promising.” She glanced at her partner, who was 
still tapping his pencil. 


“What?” 
“What if Ryan’s telling the truth?” 


“That'd be nice,” said Kate wryly. “I love it when witnesses 
do that.” 


“His doctor guessed the amnesia wouldn’t last more than a 
few days,” said Bill. “How would you like to wake up in bed 
next to a man who'd tried to kill you?” 


Kate’s naturally arched eyebrows arched a bit further. 
“Partner, are we seriously looking at Robert Lemos for this? | 
mean, Robert Lemos?” 


“History of violence. Motive.” 
“History of threats of violence. And what motive?” 
“Jealousy.” 


“Hmmm,” said Kate. It was a hmmm with much meaning 
attached to it. Bill cast a guilty glance at his partner. In their 
short work history, Bill had already discovered that Kate 
only “hmmmed” when she felt he was seriously off-track. 


“The guy just sets my teeth on edge,” said Bill. 


“Mine, too,” said Kate. “And you know why? Because he 
puts cops in prison, Bill.” 


“Not you,” said Bill. “You could plea out. Tell them 
everything you know about me.” 


“They wouldn’t believe me. Seriously, Bill. | want from the 
bottom of my heart to treat that man like the god he 
undoubtedly believes he is.” 


“What if he did it?” 
“Jesus,” said Kate. “I hope to God he didn’t.” 


One corner of the squad room suddenly erupted in chaos 
and Kate went over to check it out. The shift was changing 
and people should have been clearing out, but a crowd was 
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growing around the “vehicular assault” area, and Bill finally 
Slapped down his reading material and wandered over. 


“A pursuit?” asked Bill, coming in on Kate and another 
officer’s conversation halfway. 


“Carjack. And guess what, Loo. One of the guys fits the 
description we got from the DJ 


at the Arena.” She shoved her street purse back into her 
desk. “I’m going down for his interview.” 


“Where's he being held?” 


“Venice.” Kate grabbed up her jacket. “You wanna come 
along?” 


“I’ve got a date with the bartender at the Arena,” said Bill. 
His face went immediately red and he stammered. “l-I m- 
mean, I’m going to go interview him. He called and said he 
was there the other night.” 


“Get Venice to send you a coupla photos of our guy.” 


“Yeah, you bet.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“No.” The bartender shook his head most definitely. “I’ve 
never seen him in here.” 


It was only about 5:00 p.m. on a Wednesday. The place had 
opened just a half hour ago and already there were a 
substantial number of men trolling the perimeters. 


“How can you be sure?’ asked Bill, pushing the picture of the 
carjack suspect closer to the bartender. “Place like this must 
get hundreds of men.” 


“Thousands,” said the bartender with a happy smile. “But 
I'd remember that one.” 


The way he emphasized the words and nodded at the photo 
made his point. “Ah,” said Bill. 


“Let me guess, he’s in some kind of trouble with the law, 
right?” The bartender rubbed at a spot on a glass and set it 
down. “Built and inked and in trouble with the law. Oh, yeah, 
baby, | can always pick ’em.” He winked at Bill. “You like the 
preppie type, though, don’t you?” 


Bill jumped. “What?” 


“He’s single, honey. | happen to know. You want me to 
introduce you?” The bartender nodded at the young blond 
man in khakis standing at the end of the bar. 


Bill pocketed the photograph. His expression schooled to 
neutrality. “How about this man?” He produced the picture 
of Neruda. 


“Oh, him | Know,” said the bartender. “Comes in all the time. 
Can salsa like a wet dream.” 


“He leave with a lot of guys?” 


“What are you saying, officer?” said the bartender with a 
laugh. “This is a dance club.” 
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Bill gave him a look. “Sure. Just thought a guy who could 
dance like a wet dream might be popular.” 


The bartender twinkled, but then he shrugged. “Actually, 
never noticed anything sleazy about him. He doesn’t fly, if 
that’s your question.” 


“Fly?” 
“He’s not a circuit boy.” 


“Oh, | see,” Bill lied. He pulled out the picture of JD he’d 
been given. The heartstoppingly beautiful jacket cover one 
that he’d stared at in thunderstruck awe the first time he’d 
seen it. “You ever see this man with him?” 


“Oh, yeah, he’s with the kid all the time,” said the bartender 
without a moment’s hesitation. “Every Thursday night is our 
salsa contest. They compete almost every week. | think 
they’re, like, a couple. Too bad for you, huh?” 


“| don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Bill stiffly. 


“There’s one thing you learn standing in this particular 
spot,” said the bartender, knowingly. “And that’s what wets 
a man’s whistle. So to speak.” 


Bill pocketed all the photos. Ignoring the comments seemed 
like the best defense. “Did they leave together Thursday the 


fifth?” 
“Night there was the carjacking? Yeah. | guess they did.” 
“Mr. Neruda was the victim who was shot to death.” 


“That kid?” The bartender looked stricken. “What a fucking 
shame.” 


“I thought you knew when you called the station.” 


“Pete said anybody working that night should step forward. | 
was working that night.” 


The man shrugged. 
“We appreciate it.” 


“Yeah. Well. Wish I’d seen something. Don’t like the idea of 
some basher beating up queers, man. Tend to take that 
personally.” 


Bill didn’t bother to tell him that it wasn’t a hate crime. 
Maybe it was, after all. “You sure nobody else left with 
them?” 


“Pretty sure. Except... You know that kid was pretty hot. | 
Saw some guy scoping him out all night. More than usual, 
you know? Don’t remember when the guy left.” 


“Can you remember what this man looked like?” 


“Oh, close to six foot? Nice arms. | always notice arms. Dark 
hair, dark eyes.” 


“Latino?” 


“That’s our specialty,” said the bartender, grinning. 


Bill brought out the picture of Robert. It was a few years old, 
but close enough. “Was this the man?” 
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The bartender frowned at the photo for a few moments, but 
then sighed and shook his head. “I can’t tell. He looks 
familiar, but there’s a lot of guys that look like that.” He 
nodded at the photo. “Nice arms, though.” 


“You recognized Neruda.” 


He shrugged. “He’s hot, like | said. And young. Hot young 
guys? You notice them, because men buy them drinks, if no 
other reason. They attract business. Middle-aged guys 
looking for something? Dime a dozen.” 


“Would you come down to the precinct office and look at 
some mug shots?” 


“Sure. Hey, maybe l'Il soot my soul mate.” He set down his 
glass. “I’ve got to set up here, before the rush. Are we 
done?” 


“Yes, thank you.” Bill stood. 


“Come in when you’re off duty, officer. l'Il get you an 
introduction.” The bartender inclined his head toward the 
man at the end of the bar, whose head swiveled just 
incrementally, as if some inner radar told him he was being 
discussed. He looked up at Bill and smiled. 


“Thank you for your help,” said Bill. He left by a door that 
would allow him to walk away from the man at the end of 
the bar. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“I'll release Mr. Ryan tomorrow,” said Dr. Peterson. 


“Already?” Robert and the doctor stood over JD’s bed, 
watching him sleep. JD’s leg lay in a heavy cast on the bed, 
but the fracture had been clean and didn’t require pinning. 


Retrograde amnesia was apparently not sufficient reason for 
extended use of a precious hospital bed. 


“There’s really nothing we can do for him here that can’t be 
done at home. Mr. Ryan should have a day nurse or some 
kind of supervision, of course,” said Dr. Peterson. “Unless 
you are able to stay home with him.” 


Robert avoided looking at JD lying there in the bed. In all 
their years together, Robert had never lied to JD. Never. 


“That would be fine,” said Robert. “And I can do a lot of work 
at home for the next week or so. l'Il just...call my office and 
make arrangements.” 


The doctor left. Robert sat by the bed and when JD woke, he 
told him, “Doc says you’re coming home tomorrow.” 


“Great,” said JD brightly. He leered. “Can’t wait to get you 
alone.” 


Robert made a noise that resembled a laugh, avoiding JD’s 
eyes. “I’m going to make some calls,” he said. “Be back in a 
few.” 


* OK OK OK OX 
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“You haven't told him?” Gabe’s voice was loud enough that 
the two other patients occupying the sunroom looked up in 
alarm. 


“No,” said Robert. He couldn’t meet Gabe’s eye. 


“What are you doing, Roberto?” asked Gabe. “When that... 
when Jay remembers everything, the shit will hit the fan.” 


“I know,” said Robert. “I just can’t tell him.” 


“Mierde,” said Gabe, feelingly. “What do | have to do for you 
now, my brother? Do | have to tell that man that he does 
not live in your house anymore?” 


“About that. Listen, Chato,” said Robert, talking fast and 
almost dancing in place in his anxiety. “The insurance 
company thinks he’s living with me. Those fuckers will do 
anything to save a buck. And he needs close watching for a 
few weeks, the doctor says. | think he should stay at the 
house with me.” 


Gabe stared. Then he made a disgusted noise and shook his 
head. “That puta marcena has you by the balls, my friend,” 
he whispered vehemently. 


“It’s the right thing to do,” said Robert. “You understand?” 


“Sure, Roberto. | understand.” Gabe stood there with 
crossed arms, glowering at his own feet. 


“Į just need your help with something.” 


Gabe gave Robert a look born of a lifetime of grudgingly 
extended favors. “What?” 


“Jay gave our home address to the school, the license 
bureau. He doesn’t seem listed anywhere. And he can’t 
remember where he was living, of course. | need someone 
to find out.” 


Gabe swore softly. 
“It’s not illegal, Gabe,” Robert pointed out. 


“Sure, Roberto. l'Il call people,” said Gabe. “Why don’t you 
just let him stay here until he remembers where he lives? 
You know? They got laws to protect indigents.” 


“He’s not an indigent, Gabe. JD makes more money than | 
do.” 


“Selling porn.” 
“His books aren’t porn. They’re literary masterpieces.” 


“May those pendejo whites that teach our children never 
think so,” said Gabe. “Didn’t he leave things at your place?” 


Robert thought of the cotton pajama bottoms still folded 
carefully in the top drawer of his dresser. The worn leather 
Top-Siders still rested near the back door. 


“Nope,” he said. “There must be some way to find out.” 


“I'll take care of it, Roberto. Would you like me to send 
someone to pack everything?” 
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“No.” Robert rubbed his eyes. “No, you know how private JD 
is. He’d mind if he knew some stranger was rifling through 
his things.” 


Gabe scratched the back of his neck and said slowly, “What 
if somebody...else...is living there?” 


Robert heard his own teeth click as his jaw clenched “Get 
the keys and address for me” 


was all he said. 
“Tell him, Roberto. It will be better if you do.” 
“Sí. Graci, Chato.” 


* k k x OX 


“I’m Doctor Miller, but my patients call me Dr. Dennis,” said 
the man, shaking JD’s hand. 


JD wet his lips and asked hoarsely, “You're a shrink? They 
think | need a shrink?” 


From his position by the window, Robert said, “I called him, 
JD. He can maybe help you remember.” 


JD looked at him, his eyes searching Robert’s for some kind 
of assurance. He kept looking at Robert like that. Like...like 
he trusted him. It was tearing Robert up inside one 
centimeter at a time. “Okay,” said JD. Like he’d fucking do 
anything that Robert wanted. 


Dr. Dennis sat down comfortably in Robert’s chair and 
asked, “What can you recall, Mr. Ryan?” 


JD blinked. “Don’t...don’t you need to take notes or 
something?” 


Dr. Dennis shrugged, empty hands raised. “I thought we’d 
just chat this time.” 


JD nodded, swallowing around the hoarseness in his throat. 
“Ok, yeah. Uh. Yeah. Well, | Know who I am. | remember 
everything, really. Except...the last decade seems to have 
escaped me.” He laughed nervously. 


Dr. Dennis smiled. “What can you remember of the past 
decade?” 


“I remember a lot of drinking,” said JD, ruefully. 
Dr. Dennis just nodded and waited. 


“I remember pieces of things. Images. Strange little 
conversations that | just know must mean something, only | 
can’t remember what. Except that everything scares the 
shit out of me.” 


“He doesn’t remember his books. He doesn’t remember 
most of his friends. He doesn’t remember our relationship,” 
said Robert. 


“Yes, | do,” said JD promptly. “In flashes, y’know?” He gazed 
at Robert with an expression of complete adoration. “| 
remember the zoo.” 

A harsh laugh from Robert. “I'll bet.” 
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“You gorilla,” said JD huskily. 

“JD...” Robert shook his head. 


“"Scuse me, doc. Am | embarrassin’ you?” JD’s broken 
mouth twisted up in a Saucy grin. 


Dr. Dennis smiled back. “No, Mr. Ryan. Thank you for 
asking.” He looked over his shoulder at Robert. “Mr. Lemos, 
how do you feel about Mr. Ryan’s memory loss?” 


“| don’t need a head doctor,” said Robert. 


“Generally, | like to include the patient’s family, Mr. Lemos. 
It does seem to help.” 


Robert studied the doc with narrowed eyes. “That patient 
confidentiality stuff apply to me?” 


“Of course.” 
“How do | feel?” said Robert. “I feel like a...liar.” 
“Robert?” 


Robert looked at JD, enjoying one more moment before it all 
came crashing down. One more moment of those tactile 
eyes, seeming to touch his face, filled with trust and 
affection. 


He took a deep breath. “You don’t remember, JD. But, before 
the accident we weren't living together anymore. We...split 


up.” 
JD looked stunned. More so than Robert had expected. 


“The insurance is still in my name. I...don’t think you were 
covered. You know...” 


“Split up as in really split up? Not trouble, but really...” JD’s 
hands moved away from each other in the air before him. 
“Separated?” 


a“ yom 
Si. 


“Oh.” He looked sad. It killed Robert. “Sorry.” 


“Me, too,” said Robert. His heart felt like a hand was 
squeezing it. 


“But...l’m still covered by your insurance,” JD spoke slowly. 


Robert waved that off. “They don’t need to know that things 
have...changed,” he said. 


“Hospitals are expensive.” 


“Thank you,” said JD. His expression hadn’t changed. He still 
looked at Robert like...that. Like he’d fucking do anything 
Robert asked. 


Robert couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. 


After what seemed a very long silence, Dr. Dennis said, “So. 
Mr. Ryan. Your insurance will pay for the sessions in the 
hospital, and six subsequent sessions, should you choose. 
After which | am required to make an assessment. Your 
doctor expects to release you within the next day or so. If 
you have transportation, why don’t | open up an hour in my 
afternoons for you?” 


JD’s gaze was still on Robert. An expression there like none 
Robert had ever seen. 


“Sure,” he said. 
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“I can have Jorge drive you,” said Robert. 


“Jorge?” 


“He’s...he’s my driver. | made arrangements for you to come 
home. | mean, to our...to the house. Of course, you don’t 
have to. | mean...” 


“Thank you,” said JD. He wet his lips. “Robert, |...” 


There was a rattle at the door and Gabe’s head poked in. 
“You men done in here?” he asked. Those flat black eyes 
went from Robert to the doc to JD. Hung there. “How'd it 
go?” 


JD’s seemed to falter whenever he and Gabe locked gazes. 
“F-Fine.” 


“Jay needs his painkillers soon,” said Robert. “Everybody 
should leave.” 


“You too, Mosca,” said Gabe. “When was the last time you 
ate? My man here’ll call you if you are needed.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“How was your bartender?” Kate shuffled through the phone 
messages on her desk. 


Her fiancé had called three times. Crap. 


Bill sat with a pencil in his mouth, typing rapidly with both 
forefingers. He took the pencil out of his mouth and leaned 
back to look up at Kate. “Neruda and Ryan were regulars. 


He thought they were a couple, even. He couldn’t ID your 
suspect. 


“Well, nothing tells us the perp went into the bar. Maybe 
whoever it was met up with them in the parking lot. Valet 


only remembers the car breaking through the gate as it 
left.” 


“Bartender said he thought someone was following Neruda.” 
“He give you a description?” 


Bill grimaced. “Middle-aged man ‘looking for something.’ He 
said there’s nothing notable about that, but he agreed to 
come down and look at the books.” 


“Maybe we'll get lucky,” said Kate, wryly. “Speaking of 
middle-aged men... | have to get out of here, Turner. Do you 
mind?” Kate waved the messages sadly. “My middle-aged 
man needs attention.” 


“You saying you prefer sex over good old-fashioned police 
work?” 


Kate smiled. “I have my priorities straight.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Gabe was finally able to talk Robert out of JD’s hospital 
room. He ordered Jorge, who was almost as tired as his 
employer, to go home, and drove Robert in his own car. 
Stopping at a fast food place and buying dinner, he then 
walked Robert into his house himself. 


Gabe wasn’t happy with JD moving back in. Robert could see 
that. He stepped in behind Robert, looking around the little 
guest room/office that accessed the garage. The Amor en 
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room was uSually used as a kind of pantry, storage 
chamber. Beside the narrow guest bed, there was a ceiling- 
high row of shelves filled with document boxes. An 
abandoned weight set in pieces in one corner. 


The bed was unmade and Robert’s case files were neatly 
stacked on the little desk. His laptop glowed in perpetual 
Internet access next to them. 


“Roberto,” Gabe said, wonderingly. “There’s, what, five 
bedrooms in this house?” 


“Three,” said Robert, flinging his coat in the general 
direction of the closet and sinking into a chair. “Two were 
made into offices like this one.” 


“You sleeping here now?” 


Robert looked around, as if waking from a dream and 
surprised to find himself somewhere not his own bed. “l 
guess so.” 


“Since he left,” said Gabe. 


Robert sighed. “I don’t know. | guess so, Gabe. I’ve had a lot 
of work to do.” 


“Shit, Mosca, that puto chapero really fucked you up.” 
Robert’s mouth dropped open. “Gabe?” he asked. 


“Can’t believe you give a shit what happens to him.” Gabe 
pushed through the room and went down the hallway 
toward the kitchen. Robert followed him, quietly. 


“Little slut sleeps around on you for years.” Gabe slammed 
the takeout down on the countertop and began opening and 


closing cabinet doors, looking for plates and ranting as he 
went. “ Useless petiso de mierda, Alzado marica.” 


Gabe slammed a cabinet door shut. 


“Why are you bringing him back here, Roberto? Let the 
useless little slut rot in that hospital.” 


“Gabe, stop it.” 


Gabe turned on him. “You tell me something, Robert. If he 
were a woman and the mother of your children, God be 
thanked he is not, would you put up with this shit?” 


Robert found his way to a kitchen stool and sort of melted 
onto it. He rubbed his face with his hands; his eyes felt like 
they had sand in them. “Christ, Gabe, I’m too tired for this.” 


Gabe made an obvious effort and controlled himself, laying 
those big hands on the countertop. “Sorry, amigo. | just... | 
hurt for you, Mosca.” 


“I know, Gabe.” Gabe had always hurt for him. He was the 
one person who was always on Robert’s side. 


“So where is...he?” Gabe looked around the loft like he 
thought JD might jump out at him any minute. 


“He went out.” Robert was not happy and knew he wasn’t 
hiding it well. “With some friends of his.” 
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He reached over and helped himself to another beer. He and 
Gabe were watching the World Cup. It was an annual 
tradition. JD had gone down to a local bar to watch it, having 


this morning become convinced that Robert was “a 
controlling asshole.” 


“So, fuck him, Mosca. Don’t let him ruin the game for you.” 
: 
Robe to scowled. He took a slug of beer. 


Gabe watched the game for a few minutes then said, “My 
sister has a friend who is very, very sexy, amigo. You listen 
to me, Roberto. A good His a p nic woman wouldn’t go out 


r 


to bars like a hooke and leave her husband alone, would 
she?” 


“No,” said Robert. “No, she fucking wouldn’t.” 


“To hell with the little faggot,” said Gabe. “Change the 
fucking locks and tell him to go to hell.” 


Robert replaced his empty bottle in the case an | 
d drew out another. “ should.” 
“Why the hell don’t you, then?” 


Why the hell, indeed. That last fight had been blistering. His 
chest was still hot with it. 


Robert could still remember the whole thing in agonizing 
detail. The pretty young honky at the restaurant who'd 
come up and spoken to JD. Given him his number, for fuck’s 
sake, right there in front of Robert. JD smiling, looking the 
kid over from head to toe. Both of them grinning away at 


each other like Robert wasn’t even there. Robert had 
snatched the paper out of JD’s hand and th 


a 
rown it in the little fucker’s f ce. 


“What the hell is wrong with you, Bobby?” JD turned on him 
after the kid went scurrying off like the rodent he was. 


“Why the hell did you encourage him, JD?” 
“I was only being polite.” 

Like shit he was. 

e 

Robe t growled and watched the game, tryin 
g to focus on it. But instead he saw JD’s 


face, full of rage. The red mark on his cheek where Robert 
had slapped him. Dammit. He’d never hit anybody in his life. 


“JD. I’m sorry.” 
“Fuck off, you controlling asshole.” 
Mexico scored and Robert didn’t even notice. 


Gabe gave him a look. “I hurt for you, my friend. I’d beat the 
little queer myself, if you’d let me.” 


“Leave him alone,” sa 


r 


id Robe t. “It’s 
t 
not his faul .” 


Robert drew the plate that Gabe had prepared for him 
toward himself and tried to eat the food on it. “It wasn’t his 
fault this time, Gabe,” he said. 


Gabe was wise not to comment. 
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* OK OOK OK OX 


Paperwork was methodical and painstaking, and something 
to do that kept Bill’s mind off other things. He filled out 
forms all through the next shift change and until his eyes 
stung with reading the blurred typeface, and then he packed 
it up and went home. 


It was late when he left the station, and later still when Bill 
fit the key into the lock of his garden apartment off of 
Western in Los Feliz. 


He was tired and worn out on a deep level. Like he’d been 
gritting his teeth for forty-eight hours, or even thirty-five 
years. So he was in no mood for whomever was hiding in 
the bushes out there, about ten feet down. 


He set down his briefcase, reached into his jacket and 
turned, bringing up the gun he had holstered there and 
pointing it at the movement. 


“Come out, slowly” he said. “Hands on top of your head.” 


“Already came out, Officer Turner,” said the man, stepping 
onto the sidewalk. His hands were dutifully clasped on top of 
his head. 


Bill dropped his gun, his expression irritated. “I could have 
shot you.” 


“And, yet, you didn’t,” said the man. “I find that 
encouraging.” 


“What the hell are you doing here?” Bill holstered his gun. 
“Why don’t you invite me in?” asked the man. 


Bill’s lips opened as if to give a very good reason why not, 
but the expression on the man’s face seemed to stop him. 
Mocking, a little challenging. As if he fully expected Bill to 
turn him away. 


“Suit yourself,” said Bill, turning back to the door and 
Swinging it open. 


The man followed Bill through his living room to the little 
kitchenette, and sat down on one of the barstools while Bill 
went to the refrigerator. 


“You look well,” he said. 


Bill twisted the cap off a bottle of water and leaned against 
a counter. 


“I’m okay,” said the man. “In case you wondered. May | 
have one of those?” 


Bill reached into the fridge again, took the two steps it 
required to cross the kitchenette floor, and hand the bottle 


to his guest, then went back to leaning against the counter. 
“It’s late, Christopher,” he said. 


“Į just wanted to talk to you. You haven’t returned my phone 
calls.” 


“I’ve been busy,” said Bill. 


The man’s hair had been recently trimmed. Blond sideburns 
were framed by white skin where the tan ended. Bill’s eyes 
caught on that creamy skin and traveled to the square jaw. 


Down a long, strong neck. The cotton shirt was clean and 
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fabric softener, Bill remembered. Like his mother’s laundry 
basket. And the skin beneath it would be smooth, over lean 
muscles. 


“If there’s something wrong, you can talk to me about it.” 


“You always want to talk,” said Bill. “I’ve told you, | have 
nothing to say.” 


“I miss you.” 


Bill swore softly to himself and set down the water bottle. 
His fucking hands were shaking. “That’s a mistake.” 


“I know. Still. There you are.” 


Bill took a breath. He was leaning against the counter, 
gripping the edges tightly with both hands. He realized this 
and relaxed his grip, rubbed his left hand with his right. 
“No,” 


he said. “No, there you are, Christopher. I’m not anywhere.” 


There was a long silence, like a gasp. When Bill dared to 
raise his head, Christopher was looking at him with shining, 
narrowed eyes. 


“Is that your awkward way of asking me to leave?” asked 
Christopher softly. 


“No,” said Bill. 


Bill turned his head so he saw nothing but the backsplash 
over his sink. He was waiting to hear his front door slam, but 
he wasn’t too surprised when he heard, instead, a step on 
the floor beside him and felt a warm hand on his shoulder. 


“Don’t talk, then,” said Christopher, softly, and his lips found 
Bill’s mouth. 
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Chapter Seven 


“You okay, Turner?” Kate stopped the tape and turned, 
smirking at her partner. They sat in the video room with the 
security tapes from the Arena. 


The Arena had a sophisticated and extensive video 
surveillance system, and Bill had taken note of their 
abundant surveillance warning signs posted all over the bar. 
Either the men didn’t read or they didn’t care if they were 
being taped. 


There was a corner near the men’s room that seemed to be 
very popular. No sooner did two men leave it than two more 
could be seen, coupling frantically. Happily, the corner’s 
activities were interspersed with views of more mundane 
shots of the bar. The cash register. 


The doors and parking lot. 


Men entering and leaving their cars. Men in corners, kissing. 
One particularly memorable image of a man on top of 
another on the hood of a Corvette. 


Bill had almost choked on his sandwich, which was why Kate 
had stopped the tape and was watching him now, her eyes 
laughing. 


“I’ve seen worse,” said Bill, his whole body warm and 
uncomfortable. 


“Feel like my parents are about to bust through the door and 
catch me,” muttered Kate. 


And then she started the tape again. 


“Wait,” said Bill. “What’s that?” 


Neruda. His face was quite clear in the fuzzy gray picture. 
He was looking at something and laughing. His companion 
didn’t turn around, but that white blond hair and the long, 
lanky build were very much like Ryan. “It’s them,” said Kate. 
And began stepping through the tape. 


The two men walked unevenly, both drunk, it would appear. 
Neruda’s arms were around JD and his face was buried in his 
neck. 
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“Guess that answers that question,” said Kate. 


They followed the progress of the two figures, past the 
parking valets, now over in the corner. By the time they 
appeared again near the white van, they were so far from 
the cameras that they were only fuzzy dark figures in the 
rain. The tape switched to the valet station again. When it 
came back, the two figures seemed to be wrestling in front 
of the van. 


Kate clicked slowly and carefully backward one frame ata 
time. Then clicked slowly forward, capturing each frame. 
The taller man was too broad and dark to be Ryan, but his 
face was indistinguishable, and when the tape circled back 
to that area, the van was still there, but the figures had all 
vanished. 


Kate sighed. “I couldn’t tell what he looked like, could you?” 


Bill rubbed his eyes. Staring at bad video tape made them 
burn. “Maybe we should get one of those computer geeks 
they have on television to ‘photo enhance’ the image so we 
can recognize the guy.” 


“Ha ha, very funny, Turner,” said Kate. 


“Just after two a.m.,” said Bill. “Shot them, then crashed the 
gate. That exonerates Ryan, doesn’t it?” 


Kate shrugged. “Seems to.” 


Bill flicked off the viewer, reboxed the tape and shuffled on 
down to evidence to check it back in. The woman behind the 
desk was on the phone and doing paperwork. He merely 
dropped the thing on her desk, but she held up a hand and 
he waited patiently for her to finish her call. 


“You asked for the surveillance tapes from the Law Offices of 
Carson and Russ?” 


“Yeah.” 
“They came in an hour ago.” 
Bill grunted. “Great. | may go blind.” 


She gave him a sympathetic look and pushed the forms 
around for him to sign. 


Back to the video room, with a Coke and chocolate bar from 
the vending machine, and a few drops of Visine, and Bill and 
Kate were watching the new tape. There was such an 
extensive collection they ended up doing it in shifts. When 
Kate came back for her turn, Bill had just made it through 
the last half hour. 


“He’s not on them,” he said. 


Kate set down the cups of coffee she’d brought into the 
room. “Goddammit.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Halfway down the hallway to JD’s room that morning, Robert 
saw those damned detectives again. Like fucking vultures. 


“Why are you here?” he asked, getting between them and 
the doorway. 
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The woman raised a tweezed eyebrow. She was his height, 
Robert figured, and looked straight at him. “I spoke to Mr. 
Ryan this morning and he said Detective Turner and I should 
come by for his statement today.” 


“He didn’t mention it to me,” said Robert. 


Turner seemed to derive a certain satisfaction from this 
admission. “Maybe he forgot to ask.” 


Detective Crandall flashed Turner a look and his smirk died. 
“If there is some reason that Mr. Ryan is not able to give a 
statement yet, we can come back.” 


“A man’s dead,” said Turner. “Corpses tend to create a sense 
of urgency down at LAPD 


headquarters. You know.” 


“The weapon hasn’t been found,” said Kate. “We're 
concerned, of course.” 


“This is the second carjacking from the same club in less 
than three months,” said Turner, looking pleased with 
himself. “And if this person is targeting gays, it’s a hate 
crime.” 


Kate could hear Lemos’s teeth grinding. “I’m familiar with 
the concept, Lieutenant,” he said. “Our law offices were 
involved in identifying hate crimes as...” he jerked his head, 
as if to shake something from it. 


“Make it quick,” he snapped, opening the door. “Don’t upset 
him.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Detective Turner!” sang JD happily. “And Crandall,” he 
added. He was sitting up in bed, looking alert. Someone had 
smuggled in a carton of ice cream, which he was eating 
from the carton. The blue hospital gown was actually 
attractive on him, thought Bill uncomfortably. It was exactly 
the shade of his eyes. 


He looked sleepy and happy, and just like a twelve-year-old 
boy. 


JD smiled, waved his spoon. “Hi.” 


Kate’s gaze scanned the place like a cop does. Turner, on 
the other hand, had eyes only for JD, at whom he was 
smiling indulgently. 


“What?” said JD, his eyes sparkling, “No balloons? No 
flowers?” 


Turner almost laughed, and then remembered himself and 
looked down, frowning slightly. “Maybe next time.” 


JD sobered and carefully put the spoon into the ice cream 
carton. “Thank you for coming by.” 


“You're ready to make a statement?” 


“I don’t remember much, but | thought you might jog my 
memory. Robert and | were just arguing over the remote,” 
said JD, dimpling impishly. “He won’t let me watch the 
news.” 


Lemos grumbled something and sat down in the only chair, 
big arms crossed petulantly over his chest. 
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“Your accent is fading,” said Bill. 
“My memory is coming back,” said JD. 


“Well, that’s good news, then,” said Bill, flipping open a 
notebook and poising his pen purposely. 


“I still don’t remember much,” said JD. “I wish | could.” 


Bill flipped the pages over in the spiral bound pad. “If you 
remember anything else, we can addend the statement. We 
have your physician’s report to substantiate your amnesia 
claim.” 


“What do you mean, ‘claim?’” asked Robert immediately. 
Bill looked up at him. 


“Robert,” said JD. “A man was killed. | was the last person to 
see him alive.” 


“Except, of course, the person or persons who killed him,” 
Robert said quickly. 


JD looked worried. “Bill?” he asked, “Can you tell me his 
name? Maybe that would help.” 


“Pablo Neruda,” said Turner. Kate produced Neruda’s photo 
and JD frowned, his brow creased deeply, as he studied it. “l 
don’t remember him,” he said. He rubbed at one eye with 
the heel of his hand and sighed. “Crap, | feel like crap. How 
can | not remember him?” 


“You were found in the parking lot of a club known as the 
Arena,” said Turner, watching JD carefully. When he elicited 
no response with this tidbit, he added. “It’s a gay bar.” 


“Actually, it’s a sometimes gay dance club,” said Robert, 
standing and positioning himself right next to JD, arm 
possessively around his shoulders. 


“You mean it’s a pick-up place?” asked JD. 


“Of course not,” said Robert smoothly. “You and | have been 
there, JD. It’s a dance club.” 


“You were seen dancing with Mr. Neruda,” said Kate. 
“You mean, | was...| picked him up?” 


“I don’t mean anything, Mr. Ryan,” said Turner immediately. 
“You and Mr. Neruda accompanied each other frequently. 
You were regulars, apparently. 


“Oh,” breathed JD. His gaze dropped to his own hands. He 
seemed to shrink down into himself. 


“Mr. Ryan, do you remember anything?” asked Bill patiently. 


“Robert,” said JD very quietly. “I think you should leave. 
Please.” 


“JD, you’re exhausted. You’re still ill.” Robert gave Turner his 
most threatening glower. 


“Robert,” JD repeated, firmly. “Go. Away.” 
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The room seemed to actually rumble with Lemos’s 
repressed emotions. “I'll be just outside,” he said, finally. 
“And l'Il need copies of the statement.” He stomped out, 
slamming the door behind him. 


There was an uncomfortable pause. 


“Robert is trying to protect me,” said JD, bright pink 
appearing under the bruising on his cheeks. “I apologize.” 


Kate drew out some forms. “You were sedated when the 
nurses took the DNA evidence from you, Mr. Ryan, so we'll 
need your release now.” 


JD looked down at the form, pen poised. “I wasn’t raped, 
was |?” His eyes slid up to Bill. 


He couldn’t even look at Kate. 


“No,” said Bill, gently. “But you appear to have fought back. 
Judging by your injuries. 


And there was blood and hair on your hands.” 


JD looked relieved. “I was afraid Robert wouldn’t have let 
them tell me. God knows what he would do if | had been...” 


Bill and Kate exchanged a look. 


“You said | fought back? What...what happened to the...to 
that Neruda man?” 


“He was repeatedly punched and pistol whipped. Then shot 
twice,” said Kate. 


JD flinched. “Christ.” 
“Mr. Ryan, anything you might recall could be useful.” 
JD bit his lip, frowning. “Promise not to tell Robert?” 


Bill and Kate exchanged another look. “That’s up to you, Mr. 
Ryan,” said Kate. 


“|I remember being at that club with somebody besides 
Robert,” said JD. “Not this poor guy,” he pushed at the edge 
of the photo. “Somebody else. | don’t remember why, but | 
know it was a secret. It feels like a secret when | think of it.” 


“Do you remember his name?” 


“No. | just remember sitting in a dark corner, sharing a 
drink.” JD would only meet Bill’s eyes, Kate noted. She 
wondered if he instinctively looked to the party he felt would 
be the most sympathetic because he was nervous, or 
because he was lying. 


“Do you think you could pick out his face from a mug book?” 
“Would that help?” asked JD. “Sure, if you want me to.” 


“Mr. Ryan, why would you not want your partner to know 
this?” asked Kate bluntly. 


JD looked at Bill again. “I’m hurting him with this,” he said. 
“Can't you see that?” 


“He’s jealous?” asked Kate. 


Now JD looked at her. “He’s protecting me.” 


Kate looked into his eyes. “Were you having an affair with 
Mr. Neruda?” 


“| don’t remember,” said JD, holding her gaze steadily. 
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“Do you remember your apartment?” asked Kate, “Where 
you have been living for the past year?” 


“No,” said JD, not bothering with the explanation. 
“How about your car?” 


JD narrowed his eyes, and then looked surprised. “Yeah. | 
had a car. It was a Dodge Dart. Green. Ugliest car in Los 
Angeles,” he said fondly. “Have they found it?” 


“No, sir.” 


“Oh.” JD looked surprisingly worried. Almost panicked. “I 
think there might be something in my car that | need. l... 
wish they had found it.” 


“Something in your car?” 


JD put his elbows on his knees and rubbed his face with his 
hands. “Crap, it’s all just weird impressions. Can’t even 
remember when I had those papers in my trunk.” 


“Papers?” 


JD brightened. “Yes! There were papers in my trunk. l-I can’t 
remember what they were. Sorry.” 


“Your physician says that retrograde amnesia usually only 
lasts if there is residual damage,” said Kate. “He assures us, 
though, that you don’t appear to have anything but a mild 
concussion.” 


JD looked at them both, curiously. Then Bill saw the moment 
when JD got that they disbelieved him. 


“I seem to have been drunk off my ass, as well. Maybe 
that’s part of it.” 


“Are you usually subject to blackouts?” asked Kate, sharply. 


JD shook his head and shrugged. “Dunno. Probably. | seem 
to have a drinking problem.” 


“Seem to?” asked Kate. She emitted an exasperated sigh. 
This amnesia defense was a slippery thing to work with. She 
did not like it one bit. 


“Yeah. They don’t have a bar here in the hospital, believe it 
or not. And the past couple days have been hell.” JD held his 
hands up and they could all see the tremor in them. “Maybe 
l'Il get hooked on the Vicodin now.” He dropped his hands. 


Bill dug in his pocket and produced a card. “You could try 
calling these folks,” he said. 


JD took the card, read it, and looked closely at Bill. 
“Thanks.” 


Bill shrugged, avoiding the sharp look Kate was giving him. 
“Sure.” 


JD carefully placed the card on his bedside table. “I don’t 
remember the man who died. 


| do remember dancing at the Arena, though.” He smiled 
grimly. “I remember Robert and | dancing.” 


Kate had had about enough of this bullshit. She had better 
things to do with her time. 
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“Well, no. Robert wasn’t there that night,” said JD. “Right? 
Jorge said so...” 


He read their dispassionate faces. “Right? Christ, wasn’t 
that true?” 


“You and Mr. Lemos have had a tumultuous and very public 
relationship, Mr. Ryan,” 


said Kate. “There have been altercations in bars before.” 
“There have?” JD looked honestly shocked. 


“Do you remember any of the incidents leading to 
complaints against Mr. Lemos?” 


“No.” JD read both their faces, looking seriously concerned. 
“Wait...l remember.” Bill saw it then. Saw a light dawn in 
JD’s mind and just as quickly, saw JD shut the door to that 
memory. 


“Nope,” he said. “I’m tired, detective,” and he yawned 
hugely. 


Kate was getting really pissed off. She didn’t much expect 
Ryan to tell the truth, but she didn’t like that he seemed to 


think he could play them. 


“There were a lot of people at the Arena that night, Mr. 
Ryan. Eventually someone will step forward who will be able 
to positively ID whom you were and were not 
accompanying.” 


“Wait,” said JD. “What are you saying?” 


“No one heard anything,” said Kate. “You didn’t call for 
help? That seems strange.” 


JD looked from her to Bill. “What is she talking about?” 


Bill gazed back at him. “The blood on you was at least 
partially from Mr. Neruda. We don’t have the DNA tests back 
yet, but you had ejaculate on your shirt.” 


JD’s face twisted uncomfortably. Hand over his face, he 
whispered, “Are you saying we were...? God.” 


“We don’t know, Mr. Ryan.” 


Face flaming red under the bruises, JD lifted his gaze to Bill’s 
again. “You think | did it,” he breathed. 


“We don’t have an opinion, yet,” said Bill. 


JD blinked. Then he turned toward the glass where Lemos 
was practically pressed like a moth trying to get to the light. 
“ROBERT!” he yelled. 


Lemos was in the room like a shot. “Everybody out,” he 
said, placing his body between JD’s and the detectives. “Any 
further questions will be formal and...” 


JD was flushed dark red. Robert saw black for a second and 
then saw Detective Crandall looking right at him with a 


speculative expression. 


Turner’s cool gray eyes went from Robert to JD and back 
again. “If you remember anything else, please call us,” he 
said. 


Robert glared at him, chin raised belligerently. 
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“Mr. Ryan, a man’s been killed. You are more than likely an 
eye witness, and, yet, you can’t recall anything. You 
understand,” said Bill, “the position we’re in?” 


“Sure,” said Robert. “Your head’s up your ass and you’re 
looking for a scapegoat.” 


“Robert!” said JD, his color still bright and the hand he 
raised to Robert’s chest was shaking violently. 


Bill’s expression went apologetic. “I’m sorry,” he said to JD. 
“We didn’t mean to upset you.” 


JD’s wide eyes searched Bill's. It was a disturbingly intimate 
gaze. “Sure, | understand. 


I’m...just tired.” 


He offered his shaking hand and Bill shook it. JD’s grasp 
tightened just a bit before he let go. “Thanks...Bill,” he said. 


The detectives let themselves out. 


JD collapsed back into Robert. “They think | did it.” 


“No, they don’t,” Robert said, that appraising look still 
hanging before him. “They think | did it.” 


“You?” JD stared up at him. “Why you?” 
“Is that ice cream ready to trash?” 
“Robert?” 


“JD, there are things you don’t remember, that it’s probably 
best not to remember. I’m sure Turner’s done his homework 
though.” 


“Guess you'd better tell me then.” 
Robert turned and looked at him. 


JD looked small and exhausted and grim. “I guess | need to 
know,” he said. 


Robert shrugged. “I’m kind of possessive.” 
JD studied him. “How possessive?” 


The party had reached that moment when it should have 
been over, but everyone was too drunk or high to notice. 
Robert wedged himself between Tom and the man Tom was 
hitting on, and shouted into his face, “Have you seen Jay?” 


Tom looked down at Robert’s mouth and wet his lips with a 
grin. “Robert,” he said in a raspy voice that could just be 
heard above the heavy bass that bumped in the walls. 


“Howyadoin’ buddy?” He reeked of alcohol. 


r 


“JD?” asked Robe t again. Saw Tom’s eyes skitter down the 
hallway then come back, widen with a poor attempt at 
innocence. “Dunno.” 


r 


Robe t pushed down the hallway. JD had been gone for two 
das 


ys thi time. Robert had 


gotten the message at his office and had actually hoped to 
find JD waiting outside for him. 
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One door in the hallway stood slightly ajar. There was 
something meaningful about that and Robert could have 
been careful. Could have knocked, but he and JD had done 
this scenario so many times, it was like a greased path he 
couldn’t help but slide down. He pushed the door open, 
stepped inside. 


They weren’t on the bed yet, at least. JD slouched with that 
randy delighted smile in one corner, so his face was ona 
level with the blond head. An unfamiliar hand was flat 
against his shoulder, rubbing. 


Back shoulders moving, dark purple or blue, a sheen of 
some material in the dark, JD 


arching, eyes closed. Robert made a noise and JD’s eyes 
Snapped open. Saw Robert there. He smiled. 


“Fucking Jesus, fuck, what the...” the stranger’s head 
thunked against the wall and Rober 


t 


t con rolled his fury enough to back off. He could hear JD 
laughing behind him, a hysterical, angry laughter. 


“Get the hell away from him,” Robert shouted at the man 
who cowered before him. 


The guy was cradling the arm that Robert had jerked. But he 
rallied and stood up to him with a kind of fury. 


“He wanted it, man, don’t...” 
“Shut the fuck up!” Robert roared in his face. 


“It’s true, Robert,” JD’s mocking voice taunted behind him. 
“I wanted it so bad.” 


JD was drunk, Robert told himself. He didn’t know what he 
was saying. Robert jabbed a finger at the little Anglo slut “l 
see you near him again, l'Il fucking shove your dick down 


"m 


your throat. 


The guy backed out the door, then. Still angry, but not 
stupid. Stumbling a little in his haste. And JD still laughing. 
When Robert turned, JD was slumped in the corner, his face 
turned against the wall. Robert touched his shoulder 
hesitantly. “Jay?” 


He shook him off of course. “Fuck off, Bobby.” 


“I’m sorry.” 


“Yeah.” He straightened, stepped up to Robert, and spat the 
words in his face. “So am I. 


| was about to get off.” 


“Very. I’ve...threatened people. Don’t you remember any of 
that?” 


“Nothing extreme. | remember a fight we had once. Some 
guy asked me to dance and you took offense. That’s all. 
How bad was it?” 


“Couple of your friends have restraining orders on me. 
There’s a church on Hollywood and Ivar that I’m not allowed 
to enter.” 


“Christ.” 

“Yeah.” 
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“Maybe you need a lawyer.” 


“Maybe. Gabe doesn’t seem to think they have anything.” 
Robert threw the empty carton in the trash. 


“Were we that crazy, Robert? | mean, | don’t remember 
things being that bad.” He looked worried. Tired and fragile 
and worried. 


“No, baby,” Robert lied soothingly. He stroked the top of JD’s 
head softly, let his hand trail down to his neck. “I brought a 
movie for you,” he suggested. “Let’s pop it in this crap 
player here and see.” 


“Okay. But...” 


Robert popped a DVD into the machine and came back to 
the bed. He and JD had found a way that he could sit on the 
edge there, JD leaning against him. 


It was achingly familiar, and not, at the same time. Normally 
on movie nights, if JD 


hadn’t stormed out of the house. If Robert had come home 
before midnight. If they were having one of their 
increasingly rare, but therefore even more treasured, 
“evenings in,” JD 


would curl himself up against Robert. Curly head on his 
shoulder, warm arms wrapped around his waist. 


“This feels familiar,” said JD suddenly. “Is it?” 


Robert could only nod. The movie started. Steven Seagal 
and a quite clearly defined set of bad guys to thrash. It was 
comforting. 


“Robert?” 


“Yes?” asked Robert softly. As if this moment were a soap 
bubble that a loud word could break. 


“Did you do it?” 
x OOK OK OK OK 
“What the hell was that?” 


Bill didn’t bother to ask Kate what she meant. “I’m a 
sponsor. | carry cards.” 


“You gonna be the guy’s sobriety sponsor now, partner? | 
mean, while you’re not investigating him for homicide.” 


Bill had no answer for this, as he had been totally out of line 
and he knew it. 


“You losing your perspective, partner?” 
““Course not.” 


Kate tsked and let herself into the driver’s side of the car. 
Bill climbed in his side, fastened his seat belt, and sat 
plucking his lip. 


Kate started the car, and reached over to the radio to sign 
them back on. Bill had quit his twitching and was just 
looking at her. “What?” she asked. 
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“Ryan didn’t do it,” said Bill. 

Kate sat back and looked at him. “Really?” 


Bill nodded. “He could have done it. He and Neruda could 
have fought. Ryan pulls a gun, shoots him. Realizes he’s ina 
shitload of trouble, shoots himself.” 


“Knocks himself out?” 


“Blow to the back of the head could have come when he fell 
to the pavement. Plenty of people watch television, don’t 
realize how much of a shock it is to the body to get shot. 
Don’t realize they'll maybe pass out.” 


Kate listened, a half incredulous smile on her lips. “But you 
said he didn’t do it.” 


“He didn’t,” said Bill. “Even though it was made to look like 
he might have.” 


“And we know that how?” 
“Somebody drove that car off the lot.” 


“Maybe,” said Kate, thinking out loud. “Maybe Ryan came 
back later, on foot. After he’d had time to think about it. 
Saw what he’d done, knew he was in shitloads of trouble. 


Staged his own attack. And that’s the sound that brought 
the valet around the corner.” 


Bill thought this over for a while. “Good,” he said. “But it 
didn’t happen.” 


“No? Why not?” 


Bill resumed his contemplative position, slouched down in 
the seat, plucking at his lip. 


“It’s not something he’d do.” 
106 
A. M. Riley 


Chapter Eight 


“Something wrong?” JD had managed, with only a little help, 
to get into a wheeled chair, which he was happily spinning 
back and forth in the room. 


“No. No, it’s fine.” 
“I can’t wait to go home.” 


Robert stepped up to the window and played idly with the 
blinds, flipping their edges up and down. “Yeah.” 


“I wish | could remember more. Robert? What happened? 
What went wrong?” 


Robert covered his eyes with his hand. He heard the rubber 
wheels coming up behind him. The toe of JD’s casted leg 
playfully bumped the back of his thigh. 


“| remember Las Virgenes.” 


“Christ.” Robert almost laughed. “Of all the things to 
remember, Jay.” 


“|I remember dancing with you.” 
Fuck. 


“Stop it, Jay. That...that wasn’t the norm, you know? That 
was a Special night.” 


“Special?” 


“A reward.” 


That playful little bump again. “What was | being rewarded 
for, Bobby?” 


“Me. My reward.” Robert dared turn his head so he could 
squint down at JD, who sat there, hair in his eyes, bruised 
mouth twisted in a smirk. 


“What did you do?” 


“I was very good,” said Robert. 


* OK OOK OK OX 
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Bobby, said the note he’d found taped to the refrigerator, 
l'm on the AIDS hotline tonight with Jessie. Calzone in the 
frig, nuke at 50% for 4 minutes. Kisses. J.” 


Robert crumpled the note and tossed it as hard as he could 
toss a piece of paper into the trash. “Jessie,” he said snidely, 
bypassing the neatly wrapped calzone and grabbing a six- 
pack of beer. He kicked the refrigerator door shut and went 
out onto the balcony, tossing his coat over a chair as he 
went. 


“Fucking Jessie,” he said, tilting his chair back, feet on the 
railing. He contemplated the palate of orange and pink that 
smeared the Los Angeles evening sky, silhouettes of palm 
trees poking above rooftops, and tried to remember which 
of the many young gringos JD called 


“friend” was named Jessie. 


They all looked the same to him, with their highlighted hair 
and their designer shirts. 


Putting on the fey act, overdoing it, really, like they 
belonged to a special club. He’d come home and find some 
meeting or other in his living room, and the lot of them 
looking up with their identical pert faces. Cooing and waving 
at him. Fuck. 


He’d been in the kitchen once when he'd heard one of them 
talking to JD in the hallway. 


“Oh, JD he’s so...machismo,” he’d heard the guy say. “He 
scares me, honey. With all those big muscles. He isn’t, um, 
compensating, or anything, is he?” 


JD’s chuckle and a murmur of words and then... “Paul, stop 
it. Christ.” 


“Sweetheart, you’re just so yummy.” 


He’d said something, of course. He had to have some rights, 
didn’t he? 


“| don’t like your friends.” Well, that hadn’t come out right, 
exactly. 


JD gave him a look and just kept setting the table. 


Robert fingered the calendar that JD had taped to the fridge. 
It was covered with cards and numbers to the various 
organizations JD worked with. He was pleased that JD had 
come to terms with his sexuality. Really, he was. And that JD 
had made friends. He didn’t seem to mind being identified 
as “gay” anymore. Hell, he seemed to revel in it. 


“Do you have to do something every night, Jay? | hardly 
ever see you.” 


“Hey, | don’t complain when you live at the office,” Jay 
pointed out, pulling a salad bowl down from a cupboard. 


“With Rosemarie and old man Warren? Are you joking?” 
“What’s the difference, Robert?” said JD coolly. 

“They aren’t hitting on me.” 
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“Ah,” said JD. He opened the refrigerator and brought out a 
couple of heads of greens, put them on the cutting board. 
When it became clear he wasn’t going to comment, Robert 
had to. 


“Don’t | have any rights?” 


JD’s eyes went big. “I don’t even know where to begin with 
that question, Robert. 


Rights to what?” 


It was a stupid problem, really. Every one of JD’s friends was 
Sleeping with every other one of JD’s friends, it seemed. It 
was like a giant fucking party out there. Robert knew it. 


Knew that JD took a lot of ribbing for being, in theory, 
monogamous. 


“You seem more interested in those friends than in me,” 
said Robert, hating how childish he sounded. 


“Maybe if you thought about someone besides yourself, 
Robert.” JD chopped at the Romaine under his hands. 


“How can you say that? I’m working all day to help...” 


“For a price.” JD opened the refrigerator and pulled out two 
thick tomatoes; he weighed them in his hands. “I’ve told 
you -- there’s plenty of pro bono work at the clinic. 


Those guys are getting shafted by the insurance 
companies.” 


“I wish you weren’t down there so much.” 


Smack. One plump tomato squirted juice as JD slammed it 
to the counter. He leaned on the butcher-block counter and 
gave Robert a level look. “Why?” 


“It’s not safe.” 
“AIDS is an STD, Robert. How would | catch it?” 


Robert scowled. “S-S-Still. There’s exposure. No one knows 
how it’s transmitted really.” 


“I’m not fucking them, Robert. They're dying. You jealous 
fuck.” 


“Christ, JD, | didn’t say you were. But it’s like a social hour, 
isn’t it? All your friends are there? And you seem to be there 
all the time.” 


JD’s cheeks were scarlet with anger, his eyes electric. “Fuck 
off, Robert. Go make your money and leave me alone. At 
least my friends are trying to come up with a solution.” 


“Your friends just want to screw you.” 


JD threw the knife into the sink so hard it popped out again 
and bounced to the floor. 


Both men jumped back, startled. 


“JD, | heard that guy hitting on you! Don’t look at me like 
that.” 


“Which one, Robert?” asked JD quietly. “So many of them 
have hit on me. Tell me which one it was, and l'Il tell you if | 
took him up on it.” 


Robert knew he was being fucked with, but he couldn’t 
stand it. Couldn’t stand lying in bed at night, JD out at some 
fundraiser or another, and his mind going wild. “Really?” 
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JD whipped the apron off from his waist, wiped his hands on 
it and threw it down. “I’m going out,” he said and spun out 
of the kitchen. 


“Wait,” said Robert. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Maybe Jessie was that shy little dark-haired kid. JD’d 
seemed to take a special interest in him. Robert slipped his 
empty into the case and drew out another, popping the top 
and letting the tab skitter across the floor of the balcony. He 
sorted through his mind for memories of any interactions 
between JD and Jessie. A touch, a certain kind of look. 


He was on his third beer and torturing himself thoroughly 
with all kinds of imaginary scenarios when he smelled 


smoke. 


He sat up in his chair, sniffing at it. It wasn’t the barbeque of 
his neighbors downstairs, or their pot, either. He stood and 
lifted his chin, checking direction. It was rancid and greasy 
smelling and wholly not right. Distantly he heard sirens; as 
they came closer he walked over and turned on the TV. 


The trial for the Rodney King police officers had been settled 
just a few hours ago. 


Robert had known about it and skirted the area. Now the 
news reporter was showing the front of Parker Station. It 
looked like over three hundred civilians were gathered there 
and they were throwing things. 


Well, he couldn’t blame them, really. What a fucked up mess 
that had been. Thank fuck he didn’t try that sort of case. 


The news kept flashing to different parts of downtown, 
Robert recognized the corner of Hoover where he’d once 
lived, and then the news showed a helicopter’s video of a 
crowd of black men surging around a truck. 


In the bad footage, and with bodies occasionally wiping 
across the screen, one could clearly see a white man on the 
ground being beaten badly. Robert frowned and peered at 
the street sign. Recognized the corner and was jumping 
down the stairs three at a time, car keys in hand, as he 
realized that JD’s AIDS clinic was three blocks from that 
Same corner. 


Robert drove his Chevy illegally, down alleys and against 
traffic arrows, until he was about two blocks away from 
Normandie. And was stopped by a fire truck blocking the 
road. 


There was a bullet hole in the front windshield, a side 
window smashed. The hose lay across the road like a dead 
snake. The firemen seemed to have vanished. Robert got 
out and stood by his truck, trying to orient himself. He could 
hear gunshots and the smell of smoke was everywhere. 
Shops that should have been open were blacked out and 
cars were turned over in the street. A couple of kids ran by, 
like they were being chased. 


It was familiar. Robert had grown up in an area where shots 
fired, police sirens, and screaming women were a daily 
occurrence. Where you hopped off your bike and walked it 
around the crime scene tape without thinking about it. He 
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mode. Watchful, moving quickly, and keeping an eye out as 
he went. He skirted the fire truck. 


The smoke seemed to be blowing from every direction, or 
coming from the sky itself. 


Glass crashed just behind him and a group of youths ran by. 
They spotted him and pointed and for the first time in years, 
Robert knew he was a Latino in a black neighborhood. 


Robert stopped being an officer of the court and became 
again Bobby Lemos, out too late and without his brother, 
trying to find his way safely home. 


He rounded the corner onto Florence and saw the fires. 


Several buildings were ablaze; really, though as he ran, 
Robert could see clearly that the main fire was in a corner 
liquor store, or had been; the building appeared nearly 
gutted. 


The clinic was unfortunately close enough that it had caught 
fire, as well. Smashed bottles and open cases of alcohol 
strewed the parking lot. An EMT wagon had made it 
through, but no fire personnel. Citizens with garden hoses 
appeared to be trying to put out the fires. 


The homeless were out like bugs from a burning building, 
wandering down the street or sitting in the middle of it. 
Robert almost ran down a man and when he caught hold of 
him and spun him about; he saw the guy’s face, saw that 
under the bad skin and matted hair, the guy had to be just a 
kid. 


Robert ran up to the center. The lawn was littered with 
people, most of them in robes and pajamas. Some of them 
sitting or lying down as if getting outside the building and 
onto the grass had taken all the strength they had. Some 
wandering aimlessly, as if they were in shock. “RYAN!” 
bellowed Robert, jogging around. 


He grabbed hold of a frail man in a blue bathrobe. “Have 
you seen JD?” he asked. The man shook his head. But when 
Robert made to run off, he grabbed his sleeve. 


“Wait, my roommate is still inside,” he said. 


“What?” Robert looked at the center, which was starting to 
burn in earnest. “Why didn’t he come out?” 


“He’s too sick. He can’t walk. | came outside to see what 
was going on and...” 


The guy’s skin was rough and dark, the way a guy looked 
when his body was just hanging on. Robert nodded. “Okay, 
l'Il take care of it.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


The neighborhood had emerged in force down this block. 
People grouped together, putting out fires and stopping 
fights. The ambulance had been commandeered by several 
women who were handing out bandages from the back. A 
couple of EMT techs were braving it out and JD was arguing 
with one, who wouldn't help him reinsert an AIDS patient’s 
IV, when he looked up and saw the silhouette he knew like 
his own hand outlined by the flames of the burning clinic. 


“Robert!” he yelled. 
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“Look at that place go,” said the tech near his right elbow. 
“What’s wrong with that guy?” 


“Robert?” And the tech grabbed him before JD’d run three 
steps. “Robert!” screeched JD, as Robert disappeared 
through the doorway. 


It was worse inside than Robert had thought. The smoke 
was everywhere, obliterating anything familiar. He had to 
walk hunched with his jacket covering him to breathe and 
he couldn’t call the patient he was searching for without 
drawing too much of the smoke into his lungs. He stumbled 
through doorway after doorway, a sense of his own idiocy 
just beginning to dawn on him when he saw an arm sticking 
out from around a doorjamb. 


The man lay on the bed, apparently asleep. Robert touched 
his wrist and neck, looking for a pulse as he had seen 
people do on television, but he really couldn’t tell. There 
didn’t seem to be much smoke in the room. An IV was taped 
to one arm. He drew it out quickly, clamping his thumb over 
the opening on his arm and the man stirred. 


“Que?” said the man, his eyes out of focus. 


“Easy, amigo...go back to sleep,” said Robert, sliding both 
arms under the body and lifting it with ease. 


The man came more fully awake and struggled for just a 
minute, then seemed to see the flames starting to lick the 
edges of his windows. 


He wrapped his arms around Robert’s neck. 


Then it was just a matter of keeping bent over while 
carrying the long, awkward burden back through the 
doorways. Depending on his immaculate memory to recall 
which doors he had stepped through, which way he had 
come. He heard crashing and smashing, and hoped it was 
firemen breaking windows to hose the place down and not 
the sound of the burning roof about to come down on their 
heads. 


And he was outside in the fresh air. 


The scene on the lawn was much the same. The people 
living in South Central knew better than to wait for the city 
to help them, and they had rallied. Groups of men shouted 
orders on the sidewalks to each other. The liquor store was 
almost completely burned out and the looters were still 
running down the streets, but hoses stretched all over the 
lawns as people pumped water onto the smaller fires. 


The building Robert had emerged from was a hissing, 
stinking mass of wet burned wood, flames still licking at the 
back. He found a dry spot on the lawn and carefully set his 
rescued man down, when JD got to him. 


“Robert, thank Christ. Oh, fuck, what the hell did you think 
you were doing? Look at you... should kill you, you great...” 


And arms squeezed Robert and JD’s voice was in his ear. 
“Don’t you ever scare me like that again.” 


“JD?” Robert’s eyes were still stinging and he couldn’t focus, 
but it was definitely Jay. 


He looked around the lawn. “Has anyone called 911?” 
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“Are you serious? The whole city is in flames,” said JD, 
waving his arms. 


Robert knew he must have inhaled some of that smoke. His 
throat burned and his lungs kept kicking up phlegm. The 
man lying in the grass before him was struggling to breathe 
as well. 


“Ese, bieno, bieno.” Robert stroked the man’s hair. 
“Robert, we have to get you cleaned off!” 


Robert looked down at himself. The man he had rescued 
seemed to have bled on him. 


There was a dark stain on his sleeve and across his 
shirtfront. He felt weirdly disoriented. 


“How did this happen?” he asked JD, plucking at his 
Shirtsleeve. 


“Robert, listen to me.” Both of JD’s hands held his face still 
and those dark blue eyes looked straight into his. “You are 
covered with blood. You could get infected. We need to 
clean you off.” 


Robert took JD’s hands off his face. “Later,” he said. He 
searched his patient and found the tiny needle puncture, 
which still seemed to ooze blood. “We need to clean this,” 
he told JD. “Where are the paramedics?” 


“Bobby, nobody’ll touch them; they’re all afraid.” 


“But | don’t know what to do,” said Robert, almost tearful. “l 
only went to law school.” 


He compressed the wound harder. The man under his hands 
whimpered. 


JD tried to release Robert’s grip, and found it like a vise. 
“Okay, Bobby. Hey, don’t squeeze so hard, you'll break his 
arm.” He rubbed ash across his forehead as he pushed the 
hair from his eyes, trying to assess Robert’s mental state. 
The man on the grass was emaciated, pale, and leathery 
skinned, but obviously still young. Possibly Hispanic with 
black hair in a ponytail. Blood oozed down his arm. 


“Robert,” said JD gently. “This isn’t Anthony.” 


“Fuck, | know that,” Robert spat. Though from the look of 
shock on his face, JD 


suspected that he didn’t. 


“Okay,” he said, rising to his feet. “Stay here, I’ll...fuck it, l'Il 
get something for you.” 


JD may have been gone for only a minute. Or it may have 
been hours. But by the time he returned with a roll of gauze 
and a bottle of alcohol, Robert’s perception of his place on 
the planet had radically shifted. 


“It’s okay,” he said to the man beneath his hands. “Don’t 
worry, l'Il help you.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


It was near dawn. They’d spent the night finding ways to 
transport the twelve men who'd been housed in the clinic to 
a hospital. They’d come home to televised coverage of 
Koreatown in flames. Robert stood dully in front of the set, 
staring, until JD switched it off. 


“Robert, you need a shower,” said JD, putting his arm 
around Robert’s shoulder. 
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Robert stood outside the shower, rubbing himself dry with 
an old towel. When he was done, he deposited it in the trash 
barrel with his clothes. Jay sat on the toilet seat, stripped to 
his boxers. The ash and grime that covered his body had left 
a neat outline around the shape of his T-shirt. That, too, was 
now crumpled into the trash. 


“I’m probably fine,” said Robert, in an oddly distant voice. 
He checked his arms, running his fingertips over them. “l 
don’t have any cuts or open wounds. JD? Do | have any cuts 
on my face or neck?” 


JD stood and held the beloved face carefully between his 
hands. He was shaking all over, as was Robert. Tears welled 
and left clean streaks down his face. “Robert, | have never 
been more proud of you than | was tonight.” He leant 
forward, as if to embrace Robert and was held off. 


“No. Into the shower.” Robert’s eyes were opaque, dull. 
“Bobby?” 


When JD emerged from his shower, he found Robert in the 
corner of their bedroom that served as an office. Still clad 
only in a towel, still shivering continuously, he was writing 
notes on one of his long yellow legal pads, thumbing 
through one of his thick law reference books. 


“Bobby what are you doing?” 
“Where are those guys gonna go now, Jay?” 


“Damn.” JD sat down on their bed. “I hadn’t really thought 
about that, Bobby. But the hospital won’t kick them out 
tonight.” 


“Won’t kick them out tonight?” Robert’s fingers stilled as 
they thumbed through the pages. “What do you mean?” 


“Most those guys’ insurance companies won’t pay for AIDS 
care, so the hospitals can’t take them. Unless they’re 
admitted through emergency. And then there’s other...” 


“Their insurance companies won't pay?” 


“A lot of insurers are allowed by law to drop or limit AIDS 
patients, Robert. One of the guys at the clinic was at St. 
Josephs with pulmonary pneumonia and then the insurance 
company dropped him because it was AIDS-related and we 
had to scrabble for a week to find him a bed somewhere.” 


“What the fuck?!” exploded Robert. 


JD would have normally pointed out, and not very kindly, 
that he had told Robert all this before. Repeatedly. But it 


was obvious that there was something wrong with his lover. 


Robert was shivering, shaking really. His eyes were huge 
and black. 


“Come to bed, Bobby, we'll sort it out after you’ve had some 
Sleep.” 


114 
A. M. Riley 


He knew there was definitely something wrong with Robert 
when the man acquiesced without even the pretense of 
argument. 


Christ, he could have lost him. 


JD rubbed Robert’s arms and legs, massaging the trembling 
muscles, moving up to his back, then rolling him around. 
Some of the warmth registered in Robert’s eyes. He palmed 
the back of JD’s head as it nuzzled at his shoulders, moving 
to his chest. 


“I thought you were in danger. | didn’t...” said Robert. “And 
then | saw that man.” 


“Don’t talk,” whispered JD; his mouth made little wet kisses 
across Robert’s chest, his thumbs massaged his hard belly, 
met at the sternum and then moved down again. Robert 
arched and moaned, one hand falling to the mattress, the 
other groping blindly for JD’s ass. 


“Want you,” he said. 


“Oh, you've got me, Bobby. My hero, my brave...brave... 
soldier.” 


Robert chuckled softly, his foot moving restlessly on the 
mattress, when JD lifted his hips, mouth drawing in the fuzzy 
balls and sucking gently. Robert’s chin tilted up and he 
started breathing faster. “Jay...Jay, need you.” 


JD’s mouth moved lower, licking at Robert’s perineum, 
which elicited another moan, and one foot’s rapid 
movement across the sheet, then he licked quickly over and 
over across Robert’s hole. 


Robert thrashed as much as he was able with JD holding his 
ass in his hands, literally, and cursed softly and continuously 
in Spanish. 


JD let his tongue fill with saliva and kept licking; he 
Sharpened the tip of his tongue into a point and allowed it to 
press in. 


Robert started to pant, hips rocking slightly toward the 
damp presence. 


” 


“ay... 


JD lifted his hips and placed his throbbing erection against 
the small pucker. 


“Oh, God, oh, Christ, no, Jay, don’t.” Robert crawled on his 
belly away from JD. 


“What?” 


“Get a condom or something. Fuck, JD, not until we know I’m 
clean.” 


“What?” 


Robert rolled over, his eyes were black and hot with desire, 
but he held JD off with one hand and pushed away from him 
with both feet, reaching around to draw a sheet over his stiff 
red cock. His entire body was shaking, and his teeth clacked 
together as he spoke. “We have to be careful. | don’t want 
to infect you.” 


JD sat back on his knees there on the mattress, staring at 
his lover for a full ten seconds. 


Then he burst into tears. 
Robert stared. “Jay?” 
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Long fingers covering his face, running up into his hair and 
back again, leaning over as he sobbed, JD shook his head. 


“Jay?” Robert crawled over to him and held him carefully. 
“What’s wrong?” 


“Fuck,” sobbed JD. “I love you so fucking much, Bobby.” 


The words fell like some kind of magic net over Robert. 
“Oh,” he said. “Good.” 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


There were photos in the paper the next day of scenes from 
the riot. Fucking journalists’ dreams were coming true here, 
figured Robert, flinging the paper down on the breakfast 
table. 


JD buttered his toast. “You shouldn’t go in to work,” he said. 


Robert had yellow legal paper in neat rows on the coffee 
table. Several of Robert’s legal citation books were open on 
the sofa, their margins marked with blue pencil. His glasses 
perched on top of his ruffled hair, and from the bemused 
expression on his face he got when he was concentrating, JD 
suspected that Robert had only feigned sleep, as he had 
been in the living room working when JD woke. “Nope, going 
back down to Parker.” 


JD almost choked on his toast. “No way, Bobby. That is a 
civil war out there.” He waved a hand at the television. 


Robert looked at the TV, which had been on most of the 
night. Reporter’s excited voices continued to explain while 
helicopters and handheld footage showed bits of the city in 
flames. 


Robert growled in frustration and ruffled his hair, pacing. 


“Eat your breakfast,” said JD, opening the paper. After a 
minute he cursed. “Robert?” 


“What?” 


JD held up the paper. There on the second page was a 
picture of Robert carrying the man from the burning 
building. Behind Robert’s head the hand painted sign for the 
FREE 


AIDS CLINIC could be seen outlined in flames. The man in 
Robert’s arms clung to his neck like the heroine in a penny 
dreadful. 


JD laid it carefully on the table and they stared at it for some 
time in silence. 


“Good picture,” said JD. “I’d know you anywhere.” 


The phone rang. Both men’s heads swiveled in unison to 
stare at it. “Lemos here,” said Robert, flipping the phone to 
his ear. He listened for a second and then flipped the phone 
back into its cradle. “Reporter,’ he told JD. 


They exchanged a grim look. 

“What are you goin’ to do?” asked JD. 
The phone rang again. 
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“Lemos here,” said Robert. “No,” he said. “That man is not 
my lover.” He flipped the phone back into the cradle. “Shit.” 


“What did they want?” 
“Story,” said Robert. “Jackals.” 


The phone rang again. This time Robert didn’t answer it. “l 
hate reporters,” he said needlessly. 


JD rubbed his chin. “Hmmm,” he said. “It’s true. If you want 
to keep something quiet, don’t tell a reporter.” 


He and Robert exchanged another look. 


Robert snatched up the still ringing phone. “Lemos here.” 
He listened for a few seconds, but this time he answered. 


“Si,” he said. “That was me. And that man is my client. On 
behalf of him, and a half dozen other patients of that 
hospice, | am initiating a class action suit against the City of 
Los Angeles.” 


He stood and paced across the room, as far as the phone 
cord could reach, then paced back, talking a mile a minute 
and glancing at JD, who was doubled over laughing until his 
face was crimson. 


“My hero,” JD mouthed the words, holding his hands to his 
heart. 


Robert gave him the bird. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“The rest is history,” said Robert. He was sitting on the bed. 
JD had rolled his chair so he could look up at him. He was 
doing so now. 


“My hero,” he said, not at all mocking. “How did that end up 
at Las Virgenes?” 


Robert laughed and scrubbed at the back of his neck. “You 
would never go there, mi amor, it was so...‘old school queer’ 
you said.” 


“Was it?” 


Robert shrugged. “Maybe. l-I don’t know; it was okay. The 
men there, some of them were a little marcena, you know?” 
He flopped his hand from his wrist in the age-old symbol of 
“Nancy-boy.” “But it was all l’d ever known before. | had my 
first legal beer there.” 


Fucked his first legal man there, too. 
“And we danced?” 


Robert rolled his eyes. “Oh, my sweet God, you did not want 
to dance with a man in public. You did not. But, that night. 


You did. With me.” He went still, frowning, at his knees. 
Amor en Retrogrado 
117 


Colored Christmas lights already illuminated the gravel 
parking lot when Robert pulled his Chevy into a space near 
the back. He could feel JD dragging his feet behind them, 
hear the old jukebox inside blaring some Mexican love song 
and the transvestites singing happily along. 


He’d never noticed before, but now saw the place in JD’s 
eyes anew. The reek of musk cologne, the darkness. It was 
nothing like the trendy boy bars that JD and his friends 
frequented. 


As they passed the marcenas, a couple that knew Robert 
very well hooted and twittered and called to him. 


JD joined him at the bar. “They know you here.” 


Robert shrugged. “Not a lot of Chicano gay bars in East Los, 
baby. This place is all there is. And they keep having to 
move.” 


JD seemed overly absorbed in his beer bottle. 


The jukebox flipped to a new song and Robert grinned when 
he recognized it. “This is it,” he said to JD, holding out his 
hand. “Dance with me, baby?” 


JD took a deep breath and followed Robert to the center of 
the dance floor. They stepped into each other’s arms, and 
the beginnings of a smile lit JD’s face as shadows and 

colored lights played across it, and he swayed to the beat. 


“| lead? 

i 

Robe t step 
? 


ped in close , let JD turn him. “Whatever you want, my 
angel.” 


JD rolled his chair closer and touched one knee gently. “Your 
reward?” 


“Sí. For doing the right thing.” 
“What a sanctimonious prick | was.” 
“No, you were right and I’m pigheaded sometimes.” 


“So you’re sayin’ you have spent the last ten years trying to 
impress me?” 


Robert shrugged. “I was nothing more than an ambulance 
chaser, JD. But the way you looked at me.” He dramatically 
held his hand over his heart, going for the sappiness. After 
all, JD was looking at him like that now. Like Roberto was 
some kind of fucking hero. 


“Have a feelin’ you would have done the right thing, 
anyway, Bobbo,” said JD. He stretched a hand to touch 
Robert’s knee, squeezed just a little, and it may as well have 
been Robert’s long-ignored cock he was touching, the way 
his body responded. 


“N-N-No. Though the attention was kind of great.” 


“| hope you saved those clippings,” said JD. 


At first it was funny. All the attention. And then, of course, it 
was very useful. Robert had lucrative cases suddenly just 
rolling in. But pretty soon, JD was complaining. Every time 
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Robert emerged from a courthouse, it seemed somebody 
was waiting for him. Every time he and JD wen out to din 


t 


ner, somebody would come to their table. There were at 
least a couple of pictures of them together, outside the 
courthouse. Somebody dredged up photos of them at some 
guy’s party, arms around each other, laughing. 


“BEST SELLING AUTHOR AND PROMINENT ATTORNEY,” read 
Robert, stan ding in line ata 


grocery store. He turned to JD, who was br 
t 

igh 

| 


u 


red. “ ’'m a prominent attorney.” 
“Christ, Robert, let’s just pay and get out of here.” 
“Wel ,| wa t 


i, | want to buy some co i 


p es.” Robert was o | 
n y half teasing JD now. It was 


pretty fucking cool for a nobody Chicano kid from Hoover 
Street to be on the cover of the Enquirer, wasn’t it? 


“Good id 


” 


ea, said JD, gritting his teeth. “Buy them all, and then we 
can fucking burn them.” 


“You never loved publicity,” said Robert. “I think your first 
book pushed you into the public eye a little prematurely, 
and you never really got used to it. And you’re modest, mi 
amor.” 


“So, how did we handle it?” asked JD, his dark brows 
serious. His fingers had found a spot above Robert’s knee 
that was sending jolts to Robert’s groin. JD seemed 
unconscious of the effect he was having as he stroked it. 


“Like we handled everything,” Robert managed to Say. “l 
worked and you drank.” 


JD’s finger stilled and he looked up at Robert. “I see.” 
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Chapter Nine 


Bill chewed his lip. The stationhouse was a smoke-free zone 
and he’d already gnawed his thumbnails to the quick. With 
the other hand he tapped a pencil rapidly against the edge 
of his desk. Kate could swear, after the past half hour of the 
sound, that she recognized whatever tune was whirling in 
Bill’s head. 


Lemos had already called Smith with demands and threats. 
From the corner of her eye, Kate swore she could see the 
Chief of Violent Crimes still standing there, arms akimbo, 
angry glare on his face, waiting for Kate and Bill to make 
this ugly mess go away. 


“I think the auto thieves are a good bet,” she said. “Did you 
pull their sheets?” 


“Yeah, | did that,” said Bill dismissively. “The usual minors, 
charges dropped for drug possession. Neither of the 
suspects ever beat the crap out of a vic. One of ’em’s 
nothin’ but a little hundred pound junkie, couldn’t hurt a 
flea. They do have ‘known gang affiliations,’” 


said Bill. “What do | need some pathetic ex-con for when 
I’ve got a perfectly good suspect?” 


“Perfectly good? Shit, Bill. He didn’t have gunshot residue 
on him, did he?” 


“Could have changed clothes. Could have been wearing 
gloves.” 


“So he beat the vic to a pulp. Then stopped, and calmly put 
on his gloves before blowing the man’s head off.” 


Bill frowned and drummed the fingers of both hands on the 
desk before him. He looked like an angry Beethoven sitting 
there. With better hair, of course. 


“Okay, let’s go,” said Kate, standing. 
Bill’s fingers stilled, thank Christ. “Where?” 
“A birthday party.” 
kK KK k 
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“They call it ‘krimping’ or ‘clowning,’” said Kate. 


They sat in the car on the other side of the street from 
where a group of young black people, a few older folks, and 
a smattering of small children, dressed in bizarre outfits 
jumped and slid in a manic version of break dancing. 


One of the women had white face and a blue nose. “I get 
the clowning,” said Bill. “But why?” 


“It’s an alternative to gangs,” said Kate. “The groups of 
clowns have different names and they even compete. But 
no drugs, no guns, no violence. Ostensibly.” 


The way a young man was now jerking his arms and head 
and torso, while his legs made a smooth sliding motion 
across the pavement, Bill wondered a little about the “no 
drugs” stipulation. 


“It’s a good outlet,” said Kate. “And they can identify with 
these guys in a positive way.” 


“Thanks,” said Bill. “It’s always nice to get a new little slice 
of the local culture, but why are we here?” 


“I busted the leader, Jackson. About five years ago.” Kate 
indicated a big man with a rainbow-colored wig. “Straightest 
ex-con I’ve ever known. Thought he might be willing to dish 
a little about Pablo.” 


“So...” Said Bill, grasping the door handle. 


“Wait until we’re invited,” said Kate. The crowd across the 
street had noticed them, of course. Watched them since 
they’d appeared at the end of the street and driven up and 
parked. Sets of eyes kept coming back to them warily. 
Nobody pointed or obviously stared, but Bill felt some group 
discussion happening nonetheless, and finally, a tall young 
woman, not dressed in dancing clothes, came over to the 
car and waved at Kate. 


“Okay,” said Kate. She called in their location and unbuckled 
her seatbelt. Bill followed her lead. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


It was a birthday party for a seven-year-old girl, apparently. 
The guest of honor happily jumped and danced while her 
guests sang a rhythmic version of “Happy Birthday,” and 
the big man with the rainbow colored wig and a wireless 
microphone led the group. 


Amidst the cheering and mayhem that followed, he came 
over to Bill and Kate and planted himself there. Arms folded. 
“Detective Crandall.” he said. “Is there a problem?” 


“No, sir,” said Kate. “Not that | know of.” 


The man’s big frame relaxed somewhat. “You like our 
show?” 


“You get better every time | see you, Dion,” said Kate 
honestly. Bill could see that the compliment meant 
something to Dion, though he tried not to show it. 
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“You should come out with us sometime,” he said, instead. 
“Bet you've got some moves.” 


Kate laughed out loud. “I should,” she said. “Maybe the 
LAPD could get their own team.” 


Dion smiled, but his eyebrows frowned. “Probably not a 
good idea. But you, Detective Crandall. You, | could 
definitely use. So. What’s the occasion?” 


“I wanted to ask you a favor, Dion. And you can say no.” 


Dion was surprised enough that he actually took a step 
back. “I can?” 


“Did you know Pablo Neruda? Octavio? Any of his family?” 


Dion looked over toward his crowd of kids. Two boys were 
facing off, their movements mirroring each other in a 
strangely tribal-looking contest. “I don’t associate with 
gangstas no more, Detective.” 


“I know, Dion. I’m not accusing you. So, they were 
bangers?” 


“Sure. When I knew them. Not that they were friends or 
nothing.” Dion shrugged, big shoulders moving under the 


loose purple T-shirt. It went without saying, of course. 
“Eighteenth Street’s party. You weren’t there, of course.” 


Dion’s eyes came back to her. Measured for a moment. “Is 
that what all that noise was in my neighborhood, officer? | 
thought that was just some boys having a b-ball game.” 


“Chill, Dion,” said Kate. “Just thought you might have seen 
something.” 


“Nothing worth reporting,” said Dion. 
They exchanged measured looks for a few seconds. 


“The Nerudas weren’t there? Dion, word, | am not trying to 
bust you. Don’t name names; just tell me, you think 
Neruda’s shooting was payback?” 


The music had stopped and one of the young men from 
Dion’s troupe was looking toward them with dark, wary 
eyes. “Actually,” said Dion. “I didn’t see any Crips that 
evening. Truthfully. More cops than Crips.” 


“It was heavily patrolled?” Kate thought that was almost 
goading the gang into trouble. 


“No shields was showing, Detective. But we know who they 
are.” 


Kate glanced at Bill. 


“Have to do my job, Detectives,” said Dion, indicating the 
group of kids with a wave of his hand. 


Kate smiled. “Thank you, Dion.” She turned to Bill. “Time to 
knock and talk.” 


“Eighteenth Street?” 
“You bet.” 


As they drove off, Bill could see an older man attempting to 
do the sliding gyrating dance moves. He rubbed his neck in 
sympathy. 


122 
A. M. Riley 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Thank you, ma’am.” Kate closed her notebook and looked 
at Bill, who was sucking down the Slurpee that the 7-Eleven 
owner had given him. “How are you holding up?” she asked. 


Bill winced and rubbed his temple. 
“Tired?” asked Kate. 
“Brain freeze,” he said. 


They had spent the afternoon and early evening 
interviewing every shopkeeper in the area adjacent to the 
Eighteenth Street Bloods’ habitual nesting grounds. There 
hadn’t been any notable altercations, according to all of 
them. Two or three admitted to having spoken to 
plainclothes policemen. 


As they drove back in the car, Kate said thoughtfully, “This 
looks less and less like a hit.” 


“I’m sorry,” said Bill. “I know it was your fondest wish.” 


“We need to talk to the captain in the morning,” said Kate. 
“Before this thing utterly buggers us.” 


Bill nodded, rubbing his forehead. 
“Your brain still frozen?” smiled Kate. 
“In a manner of speaking,” said Bill. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Bill was halfway home when he pulled off the freeway and 
into an Arco, burying his face in his hand for a minute, 
before drawing out his cell phone and punching in a number. 


“It’s me,” he said. 


There was a moment of silence, and then, “Hello, Bill,” said 
Christopher. “How...how are you?” 


“You busy?” asked Bill. 


Another silence. Bill imagined the expression on 
Christopher’s face as he struggled with his dignity. “No,” 
and the word sounded like a defeat. 


“I'll meet you there,” said Bill. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“You look exhausted,” said Christopher. It was the first time 
he’d spoken since Bill had knocked on the door of the room 
at the Safari Inn and Christopher had handed him the 
bottled water. 
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“Tough case.” Bill shrugged. 


“You want to talk about it?” 


Bill didn’t answer immediately. He drank water. “I’m working 
on a high-profile case involving a Robert Lemos,” he said. 


“The famous gay lawyer?” 


Bill patted at his pocket with one hand until he found a 
cigarette packet. “You mind if | smoke?” 


“Open the window, please,” said Christopher. He watched 
Bill raise the package to his mouth, drawing the cigarette 
out with his lips and lighting it, pushing the window open a 
crack, but not opening the curtain. It wouldn’t do to be seen 
here. For either of them. “Yeah, his boyfriend was shot.” 


Christopher studied Bill’s profile as he blew smoke out the 
window. 


“How...uncomfortable...for you.” 


“Why?” snapped Bill, turning toward him. “Why would that 
be uncomfortable for me?” 


A surprised little laugh escaped that Christopher quickly 
quelled. “That wouldn’t be the shooting at the Arena, would 
it?” 


Bill frowned. “How’d you know about that?” 


“We are a tight-knit and gossipy community, Officer,” said 
Christopher, with a mocking lisp. “You’d know that, if you...” 


“As it happens, | could use a gay man’s perspective.” 
Christopher laughed. 


Bill frowned. “I only have a cop’s perspective,” he said. 


“I suppose that’s true,” said Christopher, bemusedly. 
“Charming. What are you trying to comprehend, Detective 
Turner?” 


Bill almost smiled. He turned his head and gazed out of the 
window instead. “Let’s just say you had a boyfriend who was 
terribly jealous, terribly possessive.” 


“Wouldn’t happen,” said Christopher immediately. “l 
wouldn’t put up with it.” 


“No?” 
“Course not. If he doesn’t trust me, what’s the point?” 


“Huh,” said Bill, still gazing out the window. “It wouldn’t turn 
you on?” 


“You aren’t terribly possessive, are you?” 
“Me?” Bill looked surprised. “No.” 


“You turn me on, Bill. That answer your question?” 
Christopher’s naturally gentle tone had become a bit 
waspish. 
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Bill turned his head and studied him for a minute. “I’ve 
offended you.” He tapped ash into a hotel ashtray. 


“No. No, no, you haven’t. You have your own way of saying 
things, is all.” Christopher sighed. “You know, I had a friend 
whose boyfriend was pretty jealous. | couldn’t call the guy 

without him asking a lot of questions. That sort of thing.” 


“What did he do about it?” 


“He complained, but he stayed with him. At least, I think he 
did. | don’t see much of him anymore. Apparently, the 
boyfriend thought | was a bad influence.” 


“Yeah,” said Bill. “I bet that’s what a lot of Ryan’s old friends 
Say.” 


Christopher shook his head. “Why do people stay in fucked- 
up relationships?” 


Bill snorted. “Sometimes | think fucked-up is a synonym for 
relationship.” 


Christopher regarded him. “What was his name and what 
did he do to you?” 


Bill was silent long enough that Christopher actually thought 
he might be about to reveal something. But then, Bill only 
said. “It’s just an observation.” 


“O kay. ” 


Bill slid down into his seat, plucking at his lip thoughtfully. 
“Let’s say your boyfriend was terribly jealous and you 
wanted to get back with him.” 


Christopher’s expression was lost on Bill. “Yes?” 
“What would you do?” 

“Uh, give him a phone call, ask him out for coffee?” 
“Or a drink?” 


“Yeah. Sure.” 


“Maybe,” said Bill, “you’d let him see you talking to 
somebody else?” 


“I might,” said Christopher. “If | was a manipulative, game- 
playing son of a bitch. 


Which | hope | am not.” 


Bill seemed to wake from his reverie and see Christopher 
sitting there. Arms crossed, chin down, a slightly disgruntled 
expression on his face. “Right,” he said. “So...” Bill jabbed 
out his cigarette. “You want me to go to the 7-Eleven? You 
need anything?” 


“I brought my sleepover kit.” Christopher toed the smallish 
satchel at his feet. He pouted. 


Bill grunted and stood, walking to the small closet, unlacing 
his tie and looping it over a hanger as he began unbuttoning 
his shirt. 


Christopher watched Bill disrobe. “So are we done with the 
conversation part of the evening?” he asked, sounding a 
little desperate. 
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Bill stopped unbuttoning his shirt. “I’m tired, Chris.” He 
came over and sat on the bed. 


Took a big breath and nodded at the man who still sat with 
arms crossed and a troubled expression on his face. “How’s 
work?” he asked. 


Christopher had blue-green eyes that changed color with his 
moods. Close up, Bill could see little brown specks in them. 
“Mmm, you know how it is. No money. Too many kids.” 
Christopher taught high school in Echo Park, one of the 
“inner city” parts of the LA School District. 


“There been any trouble since the shooting?” Bill had met 
Christopher when one of his students had been a suspect in 
a shooting of a teacher at the school. 


“There’s always trouble,” said Christopher. “Yesterday, 
though, one of my kids. A Latisha? She wrote this paper 
about her little sister’s talent show that was absolutely 
excellent. | mean, it stunned me.” Christopher’s whole face 
had lit up, his skin flushed, eyes animated and excited. “Her 
test scores aren't bad, and | honestly think we can get her 
into UCLA or USC or at least some place with a decent 
writing program.” 


Bill leaned across the space between them and touched 
Christopher’s knee. “You get too involved.” 


“I’m supposed to get involved. | mean, yeah, | suppose 
getting to know each and every kid is impossible, but...” 


“It’s dangerous. You should move out of the LA school 
district. Burbank or Claremont, maybe.” Bill’s eyes traveled 
Slowly over the shape of Christopher’s mouth. It was a 
man’s mouth, a little crooked at one corner, the upper lip 
straight but full. 


“| feel like I’m needed where | am.” 


“You think you’re some kind of hero for staying there, don’t 
you? Just gonna get yourself shot if you’re not careful.” 


“I’m careful. It’s worth it, you know?” 


Bill nodded. Yeah, he got that. He leaned forward and kissed 
Christopher, closed mouth. Christopher’s eyes were open, 
watching him, when he pulled back. 


“Is it the case? Or is something else bothering you?” 


Bill clasped Christopher’s chin, letting his thumb feel the 
swell of it. It was late and the light furze of red-gold beard 
had started to appear there and along the edges of his jaw. 
“Just a long day.” He allowed himself to look into 
Christopher’s eyes again. The gaze that met his was soft, 
compassionate. Bill looked away. 


Christopher leaned forward, hands grasping Bill’s arms, 
running down them as he leaned over and brushed his lips 
against Bill’s neck. “You're really tense,” he said. “Do you 
want a massage?” 


A ripple of need traveled all over Bill’s body. He shivered. 
“Yeah. I'd like that,” he said huskily. 
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Christopher rose and picked up his satchel. “I brought some 
oil with me,” he said. “Lie down.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Did you ever read his book?” asked Christopher. He sat 
astride Bill’s hips, smoothing oil up and down his back. 


“Whose book?” asked Bill into the mattress. 


“Lemos’s SO. Joseph Ryan.” Christopher chuckled. “That 
book changed my life. | sat at the back of the library, with it 


hidden inside a Raymond Chandler novel so no one would 
see me reading it.” 


Bill mumbled something interrogatory sounding. 


“One of the most famous homosexual confessionals ever 
written,” said Christopher. “A celebration of love. No 
apologies. No shame. And everybody knows that Robert 
Lemos is the man he’s talking about.” His fingers dug into 
the muscle of Bill’s back. 


“God, | love touching you.” His voice going husky, his 
thumbs sliding against the bone of Bill’s shoulder blades. 


Bill murmured against the mattress. His body was a syrupy 
mass of releasing tension. 


Christopher shifted slightly. He and Bill were both in boxers 
and his cock was starting to harden against Bill’s backside. 
He ran his fingers down either side of Bill’s spine, leaning 
over to kiss the middle of his back. 


“Love the taste of you,” he said against Bill’s back. 
Bill sighed and wriggled a little. 
“Roll over,” said Christopher. 


Bill rolled over and looked up at him. The light from the 
bathroom shone across the room and delineated the curve 
of Christopher’s cheek. Bill raised his hand and two fingers 
lightly traced the illumination. Christopher’s face turned 
slightly to touch his lips to Bill’s fingers. Those sea-colored 
eyes looked down at him, deep with something. Bill laced 
his fingers around Christopher’s neck and pulled the man’s 
mouth down to his own. 


After a while they rolled, Bill’s hand roaming between 
Christopher's thighs. 


Christopher spread his legs, and arched slightly. 


Bill leaned over to fumble at the bedside dresser until he 
found the familiar sharp foil corner there. He tore the thing 
with his teeth and sheathed his cock, Christopher breathing 
hard beneath his hands. 


“Ready?” asked Bill. And slid slowly in. 


It was a quiet and quick thing, really. They were both tired, 
and Bill, at least, was deeply in need of this. 
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Christopher mewed something against the pillow and Bill 
could feel him coming. He gripped the man’s hips and 
pumped faster, letting the orgasm climb his legs and spread 
through his chest. 


After a while, he rolled away, staring up at the ceiling. 
Christopher raised his head and looked down at him. The 
light was behind him, his head a dark oval, so Bill couldn’t 
tell what his face held, when he whispered. 


“You realize it was a year ago tonight that we met?” 


“Really?” said Bill. His throat was dry or something, because 
the words came out hoarse. “Set the clock there, why don’t 
you?” And he rolled onto his side and fell asleep. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Bill slept the sleep of the utterly exhausted. Deep, 
dreamless. His cell phone buzzed itself off the bedside table 
and clattered to the floor before he heard it. 


“Lo?” 


“Detective Turner?” A husky brogue. Bill sat up, rubbing his 
head as if he could wake his brain. “Ryan?” He grabbed his 
digital watch off the nightstand and peered at the numbers 
on it. “You okay?” 


“I-I’m sorry to wake you. | just remembered something and 
you said | should call.” JD 


sounded distinctly drugged. Or drunk. 
“You at the hospital?” asked Bill. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


The lump of blankets on the bed moved and Christopher’s 
head emerged from under a pillow. Bill almost dropped the 
phone in surprise. He’d forgotten the guy was still there. 


Ryan’s voice came through his shock. “Yes, I’m here. It’s 
dark...what time is it?” 


“Never mind,” said Bill, flicking on the light next to the bed 
and rifling through the bedside table for a pen and paper. 
“What did you remember?” 


Muttering and Ryan’s voice, “Maybe it was just a dream... 
I’m sorry Detective, | shouldn’t have...” 


“Suppose you just tell me,” said Bill. 


“Somebody was beating a man,” said Ryan. “Crap, | think 
the painkillers are wearing off.” 


“Buzz for a nurse,” said Bill. “Did you see who was beating 
him?” 


“No, but it was someone | knew,” said JD, and the urgency 
in his voice could have been from pain or from fear. “I’m 
pretty sure it wasn’t a dream, Detective Turner. | knew the 


guy.” 
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Christopher was sitting up in bed now. Those broad 
shoulders and the well-defined chest looked gray in the dim 
light. It made Bill uncomfortably self-conscious. He never 
Shared his bed. Never, really, shared his life. Here he was 
sitting naked, hair probably all over the place, with a well- 
thumbed pad and a broken pencil propped against his knee. 


Christopher tentatively touched his arm and he flinched 
away, raising a defensive hand to signal that the man 
Should back off. 


“Describe him,” he said. 


“Big...” Ryan’s grumble. “Fucking hurts. Goddamn, l-I need a 
drink, Bill.” 


Christopher was withdrawn against the headboard, 
regarding him warily. Bill bent his head and covered his eyes 
with his hand. This was the reason Ryan had called, 
probably. Not the homicide, but the drink. And Bill had given 
him his card. 


“You don’t need a drink,” he said. 


“I’m shaking all over; | feel like there’s fucking bugs in my 
brain.” 


“You know, they can give you medication for the withdrawal, 
if you ask,” said Bill, sliding his legs out from under the 
covers and snatching up a robe. 


A shaky laugh. “Sure.” 


Ryan wasn’t ready to tell anyone he was withdrawing from 
alcohol addiction, of course. Bill had never been, either. 
Until his partner lay in traction in a hospital bed with a metal 
plate in his head. 


“You want me to come down there?” asked Bill. 
“What? Christ. No.” 


“Listen to me, Mr. Ryan. | want you to be honest. Do you feel 
safe?” 


“Safe? What?” 


“I just want you to promise you'll call me if you ever feel 
that you're in danger,” said Bill. 


“S-Sure, Detective,” said JD. There was some kind of noise 
on the other end of the line, a voice speaking to Ryan and 
his answer. Then, “she put something in the IV, Detective 

Turner. | might start to drool and babble in a minute.” 


“Go to sleep,” said Bill, gently. “Feel free to call me if you 
need to.” 


He slid his phone shut and clicked off the light, not looking 
at Christopher. 


“Who was that?” asked Christopher. 


“Work,” said Bill. “I’m sleeping in tomorrow morning. Lock 
the door when you leave.” 
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Chapter Ten 


Gabe sent a man with the address of JD’s apartment. And a 
set of keys. He didn’t tell Robert how he had acquired those 
and Robert knew better than to ask. 


So the next morning Jorge parked on a side street of 
Vermont and Wilshire, and he and Robert scoped out the 
neighborhood. 


JD had moved to an older part of town, near LA City College. 
The apartments in the area had been frat houses at one 
time, when the UCLA campus had still been downtown. 


The old Greek shields still graced the dingy facades. Now 
they housed legal and illegal immigrants. Not just Mexican 
anymore. Scores of people from countries across the world 
lived here. Their passage and sponsorship bought at the 
price of certain arrangements, agreements. Everything from 
drug smuggling to insurance frauds. It was one of those 
unfortunate facts that made their defense so difficult. 


JD had made enough on the sale of his last book to buy a 
block of these buildings. He certainly could afford an 
apartment in a more upscale neighborhood. 


Jorge emitted one of his eloquent sighs and unbuckled his 
safety belt. “I am coming with you, Mr. Lemos.” 


The building was a drab green, brown paint peeling 
unashamedly under the steel bars at every entry. It was 
Shaped in a U with an overgrown succulent garden bulging 
out of the center. Robert and Jorge scrutinized the 
neighborhood as they crossed the street. The cars parked 
nearby were old, beaten, some with the LAPD “boot” of 


parking regulations permanently hobbling them. No signs of 
wealth. The long cinderblock wall across the road was clean. 
Up and down the block for at least half a mile, no sign of 
kids or idling vehicles. 


Robert hesitated at the door, seriously nervous, playing with 
the keys, when the door across the landing opened. 


“Did he move out?” 
130 
A. M. Riley 


The voice was querulous, old. The small head, peering 
through a dirty screen door, covered with a ratty stocking 
cap, stringy coarse bangs sticking out, and a face that 
looked like the siding on an old barn. Rain streaked and 
weathered. Black beads of eyes, glared at them. 


“He was hurt in an accident,” said Robert. “We are his 
friends.” 


She seemed to take this information in, her mouth working 
silently. One hand fumbled to engage a hook-and-eye lock 
on the screen. “Is he coming back?” 


“Not for a while.” 


“He takes my laundry to the ‘mat for me,” she whined a 
little. “Now what am | supposed to do?” 


“When does he usually help you?” Robert answered without 
thinking. “lIl do it.” 


Her eyes shifted in that cagey happiness that comes to 
people who have to connive for every perk they get from 


life. 


“Every Tuesday,” she said. “He carries my groceries up for 
me, too.” 


“We'll see,” said Robert, pushing open the door. 


“Mr. Ryan probably paid for la Madre’s groceries, as well, Mr. 
Lemos,” said Jorge as they walked into the room 


Their footsteps echoed as they entered. Robert flicked the 
wall switch and a lamp sitting on the floor in a far corner 
went on. The room was almost empty, dingy beige walls, 
hard, unfinished wood. A cheap Barcalounger faced a small 
TV set sitting on a Formica table. 


“Geez, JD,” muttered Robert. One side of the living room 
was filled with office storage boxes. Each one lettered and 
dated. Most of the papers were not in the boxes, though. 
They seemed almost strewed about. Robert stood over 
them, looking around. JD was a chaotic writer and there was 
no seeming sense to the piles of paper spread around the 
old manual typewriter that sat on the floor, an empty 
bourbon bottle sitting next to it. 


“We'll have all this boxed up, Jorge,” said Robert. “He won’t 
notice if it’s out of order.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


The bedroom was worse. A mattress on the floor. A suitcase 
holding the clean clothes. 


A cheap plastic hamper in the corner where JD neatly folded 
and deposited the dirty clothes. 


All of the clothes were JD’s size and his style. Robert realized 
he was looking for signs of another man in the hamper and 
forced himself to step away. Along one wall, he saw a 
variety of library books in neat stacks. A wastepaper basket 
into which Robert did not look. 


The sight of one Trojan wrapper would have killed him. 


“Mr. Lemos?” called Jorge from another room. “I think you 
should come here.” He stood in the doorway to the kitchen, 
and Robert stepped past him and looked around. 


“Fuck,” he said. 
Amor en Retrogrado 
131 


The counters were lined with bottles. Whisky, mostly. A neat 
row of empty Bushmills bottles, fronted by one half full. Next 
to them, an almost empty Chivas. A couple of fine scotches. 
Robert dropped the suitcase to the floor and walked in. 


Robert and Jorge opened cupboards and found no food. 
Nothing in the refrigerator but a case of Guinness. 


“Goddammit, JD,” said Robert, desperately angry and 
saddened and just bewildered. 


“What were you trying to do to yourself here?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Christ.” JD was sitting in a wheelchair, dressed in his street 
clothes. Waiting for his final paperwork before Robert would 
be allowed to wheel him out to the car. “I’m so old,” 


said JD, looking miserably at his hands. “Look at all these 
age spots and wrinkles.” 


“Those are freckles,” said Robert, chuckling. He slapped 
playfully at JD’s head, letting his fingers linger in the silky 
hair. “You need a haircut, mi amor,” he said softly. JD pushed 
his head against Robert’s palm. Christ. It had been years 
since JD had been so openly affectionate. 


“Maybe | should just let it grow out. Do the Celtic warrior 
thing.” He grinned up at Robert. The broken lip had healed 
and the swelling in his face had gone down enough so his 
dimple appeared. Robert swallowed hard and released JD’s 
head. 


“Like Mel Gibson?” 


“Who?” asked JD, his eyebrows arching, eyes searching 
Robert’s worriedly. He’d been mildly anxious all week about 
all the people he’d forgotten. “It’s embarrassin’ to not know 
people. | wish | dinna...Robert? Can everyone just stay away 
until | remember?” 


“Sure,” said Robert, letting his hand wander to stroke JD’s 
back. He didn’t mind keeping JD to himself. Fuck, he’d been 
trying to do just that for over fifteen years. 


JD’s shoulder wriggled and he leaned into Robert’s caress. 
“Feels good.” 


Robert brought up his other hand, rubbed JD’s neck, let his 
thumb trace that long bone to his shoulder. “Yeah.” 


JD shuddered. “Fuck.” 


“You okay?” Robert touched JD’s hair, his cheek. “Can I get 
you something?” 


JD looked up at him and his eyes were black. “I’m afraid to 
ask.” 


Robert removed his hand slowly. It was shaking. “Maybe 
you'd better not, then.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Seems strange that | don’t know where we're going,” said 
JD. His face was still multihued, but the bandages and neck 
brace had been removed. Robert was driving. Jorge 132 
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had asked for the afternoon off, and Robert liked the idea of 
having JD to himself this first day anyway. 


“You won't like it,” said Robert. “You never did.” 
“| didn’t like our home?” 


Robert shrugged. Carefully casual. “You wanted to live 
somewhere more ‘artsy.’” 


“Ah.” There was that sharp look JD kept giving him. “How 
long have we lived here?” 


“Jay, | don’t think the doctor wants you go back over 
everything like this... He said it would come to you.” 


“Why do you keep calling me Jay?” 
Robert laughed. “You’re impossible.” 
JD turned away from the window. “Am 1?” 


Robert sighed. “You’ve always asked so many questions. | 
guess it must be instinctive. 


Okay, let’s see. | call you Jay, short for Jaydee, because | 
actually thought that was your name. Didn’t get that they 
were initials until we’d been dating for awhile.” 


“Dating?” 


“Fighting, dating, whatever you might call it,” said Robert, 
eyes on the road, hands firmly gripping the steering wheel. 
“We bought this place five years ago.” 


“Wow,” said JD. “How long did you say we’ve known each 
other?” 


Robert slowed as he exited the freeway. “We'll have been 
together for fifteen years this Thanksgiving.” 


“Fifteen years?” 


Robert was thankful that he had driving as an excuse to not 
look at JD. He didn’t trust what might be on his face. He sort 
of shrugged. Hoped it seemed nonchalant. 


“That’s...a long time,” said JD. 


Not really, thought Robert, not when you want forever. He 
braked for a red light, noticed his hands gripping the wheel 
too tightly. Focused on relaxing them. 


Jorge had been driving him for so long that Robert had to 
concentrate not to miss the turn onto their little cul-de-sac. 
He spun the wheel and parked the Mercedes outside the 
front gate. 


“VIL write the passwords down for you,” he said to JD, 
punching the code into the box. 


JD nodded, staring at the gate as it slid open. 


“Christ,” Robert thought he heard him say. 


* OK OK OK OX 


JD stood crookedly at the foot of the stairs, most of his 
weight on the orthopedic cane the hospital had given him. “1 
don’t hate it,” he said. 
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Robert frowned and slammed the car door shut. “Good,” he 
said. 


“Robert, how famous am |?” 


Robert smiled. “Don’t get a swelled head, JD. You’re well 
known in certain circles. 


There’s been a little publicity here and there.” 
“Which | hated, apparently.” 
“You wouldn’t have minded more privacy.” 


JD had learned to twirl, using his cane as an axis. He did it 
now, surveying the high hedge that surrounded the front 
yard. “Seems | had a lot of it here.” He stared back up at the 
house. “Are you famous?” 


“Nah. My boss is. She is The Man.” 
“We're rich, though.” 


“People would say so.” Robert trotted up with the crutches 
and big medical bag they’d given him. “Okay, maybe | 


should have brought Jorge, after all. It’s gonna be tricky 
getting you up those stairs.” 


“You could carry me,” suggested JD, dimpling impishly. “Like 
a bride.” 


“Brat,” said Robert, batting at that smart face with a gentle 
hand. JD looked the house over again, taking in the 
expansive front yard, the cobblestone driveway leading to 
the security gates, the rose bushes. He whistled. 


“What did you say you do again?” 


“This is yours, too, JD. We’ve both done well. | specialize in 
high profile civil rights cases,” said Robert. He wrapped an 
arm around JD’s waist, letting himself enjoy the way that felt 
for a second. “Prejudicial insurance, sexual harassment, 
class actions. Political.” 


“Political? As in the AIDS care suits?” 


“Sure. We sued the insurance company. | do a lot of human 
rights cases. Prejudice. 


Victim’s rights. Sexual orientation, gender, race.” He urged 
JD to hop as he supported his weight. “Allee-oop.” 


JD hopped, using the crutch on one side as a support. It 

worked fairly well. They made their way to the top of the 
stairs and Robert worked the key into the door. Swung it 
open. 


He felt JD’s stunned silence as the marbled hallway was 
revealed. “Ah,” said JD. 


“Bigotry pays well, it would appear.” 


“No,” said Robert, punching in the alarm code. “Bigotry 
costs. | just collect.” 


JD just stood there, looking through the door wonderingly. 
For a split second, Robert saw that young man standing on 
the street corner in South Central, jacket folded over his 
arm. 


“Come on in,” Robert said. “Make yourself at home.” JD’s 
head tilted, taking it all in. 


And then mercurial and quick, the wonder changed to irony. 
The mobile mouth grinned sardonically. 
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“Who are we trying to impress, Robert?” JD stood stubbornly 
in the middle of the foyer. Legs spread, arms folded tightly 
across his chest. 


“It’s a great deal,” Robert pointed out. 

“It’s a monstrosity.” 

“The neighborhood is perfect.” 

“The neighborhood is full of bourgeoisie het snobs.” 
“You can ha 

i 


ve you own office,” Robert teased in a singsong voice. 


JD gazed at Robert and wet his lips. “So,” he said. 


“Can | get you a drink?” said Robert. His palms felt suddenly 
hot and damp, and he shoved them in his pockets. 


“I think maybe not,” said JD. 


“Ah, yes,” said Robert, amazed at his own stupidity. “The 
painkillers. Doc said...” 


“And that, too,” said JD. He had walked over to the antique 
camelback sofa, was petting its caramel and beige silk 
cover. “I think I’ve had enough to drink for a while.” 


“Okay.” Robert trotted over to the bar. “Do you mind if | do?” 


“The doctor said my alcohol level was three times the legal 
limit when | was brought in,” said JD thoughtfully. His eyes 
moved over the room, that look of puzzled surprise 
manifesting again. 


“Did he?” said Robert, setting the glass down sharply, 
hackles immediately rising. “He had no business lecturing 
you, JD. You were shot, for Christ’s sake.” 


“He didn’t have to,” said JD, his eyes widening. “If | hadn’t 
been so drunk, maybe that poor boy...” 


“Blame the victim,” said Robert angrily. He took another big 
slug of scotch. When he lowered his glass, JD was smiling at 
him gently. 


“This is a big house,” said JD. “Where’s our bed?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Robert showed JD his room. Rather, his office space that 
he’d used as a bedroom that last year. It felt odd, almost 


like an invasion of privacy, to let this strange new JD see it. 
“Something funny again?” 
“I had an odd thought,” Robert said, swinging open the door. 


The Irish lace hanging at the windows shivered as the air in 
the room was disturbed. 


Everything else seemed so still. The hand-stitched antique 
quilt with its military square Amor en Retrogrado 
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corners tucked around the small four-poster. The long, low, 
glass doors on the bookshelves sparkling. The many 
photographs and documents framed on the walls around the 
room seemed to wink. Jorge had delivered JD’s clothes and 
had run through the room with a duster. It was clean, airy 
crisp. Filled with words and memories. JD looked around, 
smiled. 


“It’s nice.” 

“It’s yours.” 

“This is my room? We have separate bedrooms?” 
“No, we slept...| mean, of course...we...” 


“Right,” said JD. He put a hand on the antique highboy. 
Tapped it thoughtfully. 


“It’s your office,” said Robert. “You decorated it.” 


“Ah,” said JD, eyes traveling across the spines of the books 


“Where you wrote,” explained Robert. “All these...” he 
gestured vaguely. 


“I wrote all these?” JD hobbled across the small room. He 
touched the frame of a photograph resting near the bed. 
“Where was this taken?” 


It was the picture of them outside Blarney Castle. Their 
infamous, disastrous anniversary trip. Robert shuddered to 
remember it. 


“We were in Ireland,” he said. “A...a trip we took.” 


“I remember something,” said JD. His thumb hovered over 
the faces in the photo. He and Robert stood in front of the 
castle, grinning like idiots. JD had been completely soused 
and tried to kiss the stone. Robert had stopped him. The 
ensuing fight had gotten them ejected from the site. 


“Really?” said Robert. Christ, he hoped not. 


JD studied the photo for another second, but then set it 
aside with a sigh and a shake of his head. He walked around 
the room, circled, and began studying the items on the wall. 


“| have a doctoral degree?” He sounded surprised. 
“Sure.” 
“| don’t feel that smart.” 


Robert laughed. “That’s what you said when your thesis was 
accepted.” 


“Doctor Ryan,” said JD, pouring whiskey into the glass. The 
bottle was empty, and he laughed and tossed it into the 


pool along with the other empties. It landed with a loud 
sploosh. “Joseph Ryan, PhD. Professor Ryan.” 


Robert swam so that he encircled JD’s body with his own. 
The warm water lapped around and between them. Robe t 
rubbed ag 


x 
ainst JD’s backside and blew water bubbles 
around JD’s collarbone. 

JD shivered. “What are you doing?” 
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“They say the brain is the biggest sex organ, Doctor Ryan. | 
was just checking...” 


JD walked over and sat on the bed. He bounced a little, still 
encumbered a bit by the cast. “Not bad,” he said. He looked 
up at Robert. 


“Maybe you should sleep here,” said Robert. 


A peculiar expression came over JD’s face. Shrewd and a 
little bitter. “Of course. What a practical solution.” 


Robert sighed. “Jay, nagala, you are still not well.” 


JD patted the mattress next to him. “Well, if we can’t share 
the bed, will you at least sit next to me on it?” 


“Yeah, | guess so.” 


“C’mere.” JD patted the mattress again. 


Robert eyed that spot on the bed. Sitting that close to JD 
with no nurses or doctors around was a lot like heroine to an 
addict. JD’s eyes narrowed. “Do | bite?” 


“Only in a good way.” Robert grinned and flushed. Shuffled 
over and sat down gingerly. 


“So,” said JD, his eyes warm. “How long were we sleeping in 
separate rooms?” 


“We weren't,” said Robert, surprised. “You slept here when 
you were deep into something sometimes, but...” 


“So, we were still having sex?” 


Robert looked away from those eyes, his whole body 
warming. “Sí. Jay. | don’t think...” 


“Why did we split up?” 


Robert spoke to his own knees. “I think you were tired of my 
crap.” 


“T...left?” 

“gin 

“You didn’t file a separation? We're still legally partners?” 
Robert frowned. “Yes.” 


“So. If | were to kiss you, that wouldn’t be...” JD leaned 
forward. Robert told his body to lean back, but it ignored 
him. JD’s lips touched his. Soft, moist, warm. JD’s mouth on 
his. 


Like a dream, Robert felt their mouths open, JD’s tongue 
finding Robert’s and testing it gently. Something inside 
Robert began falling through space in slow motion, and...he 
leaned back. “No.” He mouthed the word, though not much 
came out of his mouth. 


JD’s eyes were open. His skin flushed. “Have | forgotten how 
to kiss you?” 


Jesus. JD had been born knowing how to kiss Robert. “You'll 
get your memory back and you will not be happy, JD.” 
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“No. You might even sue me.” Robert’s heart was beating so 
hard he could feel it in his throat. 


“Really?” JD stared at him. “Wow. Then, | must have...” he 
looked around the room and his face went from surprise to 
despair just like that. “We really split up?” 


“Yeah, you left.” Robert’s voice had gone hoarse. “I pissed 
you off worse than | ever had before. And you left. | haven’t 
seen or heard from you in a year.” 


“A year?” 


Robert shook his head; his eyes were burning and his mouth 
was dry. That shaking was starting in his belly and he 
wanted to get away before he started to weep. “Yeah,” he 
said hoarsely. And he jumped up from the bed. “lIl get you 
some towels,” he said, and he bolted from the room. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


JD was lying across the bed when Robert came back. His 
eyes were closed as if in some discomfort, the black 
eyebrows standing out against his pallid skin. 


“Do you need another pain pill?” Robert asked, laying the 
Sleep clothes and towels on the corner of the bed. 


JD nodded, then shook his head, turning his face to the wall. 
“Feeling crap...” 


“Dammit, JD, I’m sorry,” said Robert. “I should have had that 
day nurse here. | should have carried you up the stairs and 
the last thing you need is to rehash all this... | should 
have...” 


“Don’t, Robert,” said JD. He rolled and buried his face in the 
quilt. “Fuck.” 


Now here was a facet of JD that Robert was intimately 
familiar with, miserable, and stubbornly refusing assistance. 
Robert knew how to deal with this JD. 


He fetched the duffle from the hospital and unpacked it, 
brought out a sweater and a robe and put them within 
reach. He got a hand bell from the kitchen and set it on the 
nightstand. 


“Everything is right here,” he announced. “Tell me what you 
feel like eating and I'll order dinner.” 


“No,” said JD predictably. “You go ahead. I’m not hungry.” He 
moved his head enough to see the things Robert had put on 
the corner of his bed. The T-shirt and soft flannel pants with 
the left leg cut open. One hand snaked out and pulled the T- 
shirt toward him possessively. He lay there. Breathing hard 


and clutching the clothing. Then he looked up at Robert. His 
face was wet, the eyelashes clumped into surprised stars 
above miserable blue eyes. 
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“JD, you should have told me you were in this much pain,” 
said Robert, mildly panicked. 


JD just blinked at him a minute, then levered himself to 
sitting. “I could use some help getting undressed,” he said, 
“if you don’t mind.” 


“Of course | don’t mind,” said Robert. 


He scowled as he kneeled and began to unlace JD’s shoe He 
knew himself well enough to know he’d probably planned 
this somehow when he’d given Jorge the day off. Robert 
eased off JD’s shoes. Stood and carefully raised his torso so 
that he could remove his shirt. As it came off over his head, 
pulling the soft yellow curls up from his neck, Robert had to 
fight the urge to stroke the white skin revealed there. JD 
exhaled with a kind of relief when that part was over and 
looked up at Robert, squinting against the ceiling light. 


“Lift your hips,” Robert said evenly. “So | can pull off your 
Slacks.” 


“Uh, Robert,” said JD. “This was probably not such a good 
idea. Maybe you shouldn't...” 


“Shut up,” growled Robert, concentrating so his hands 
wouldn’t shake. He unbuttoned the faded jeans, gritting his 
teeth painfully to distract himself. He worked very hard to 
only look at Jay’s knees, and at his hand gripping the 


coverlet. Not the tiny, curling gold hairs encircling his navel 
and descending in a pointed arrow toward the waistband of 
his boxers. 


Not the baby soft skin of his abdomen, tightening as he 
raised his hips so that Robert could tug off the slacks. 


Robert stood and snatched up the flannel sleep pants and 
then his eyes just slid, as on a greased track, to look down 
at JD, lying there on the bed. 


JD looked up at him, eyes dark. He shifted, and the muscles 
across his chest shifted with him. That white skin with its 
blue shadows and downy gold hairs, his legs spread in 
nothing but his boxers. They bulged enormously. Robert 
tried not to stare, but there it was; how could he not? He 
glanced at Jay and saw those eyes watching him, a grim 
smile on JD’s face. 


“Ah, yes,” said JD. “And then there’s that.” 


“It’s okay, JD. Christ, I’ve seen it before,” Robert babbled, 
rubbing his face with the palm of his hand. 


“Been thinking about you all day, if you must know,” said 
JD. “Couldn’t wait to get home.” 


Damn it. 


“I’m sorry,” said Robert. “I didn’t think you’d want... JD, | 
can’t let you.” 


JD turned his head to the wall again. Robert’s cock had that 
familiar ping and throb going, and he didn’t even have to 
look down to know that JD would have been able to see it. 


“Could you just...” whispered JD, not looking at him. 
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“What?” 

“I don’t know. Pretend? Just for tonight?” 
“JD!” Robert was shocked. 


That wry, self-deprecating laugh was painfully familiar. “Am | 
usually this pathetic, Robert?” asked JD. His hand moved 
down and gripped his thigh. “Can you at least get me some 
baby oil?” 


Robert stumbled from the room. The downstairs bathroom 
held nothing, and he had to sit there on his knees before the 
upstairs bathroom cabinet, the old bottle of lube in his 
hands, making himself breathe, before he could trot back 
down the stairs and set it on the bedside table. 


JD had worked himself under the sheet and lay with his face 
averted. “Thanks.” 


“I’m avery light sleeper,” said Robert. “l'Il hear the bell if 
you need anything.” 


JD nodded. His hair tousled on the pillow. 
“Thanks.” 


“No problem.” Robert headed for the door and blessed 
Sanity. 


“No, itis a problem,” said JD. “I can see that it’s a problem. | 
just want you to know that | appreciate it.” 


Robert nodded, a little surprised jerk of his head, and flipped 
off the lights as he left. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Robert had been sleeping in the guestroom/office near the 
garage for months now. It had seemed the least painful 
thing. Get out of the car, open a door, fall out on the bed 
and sleep. 


But now he ascended the long flight of oak stairs and 
entered his and Jay’s master bedroom suite. The air seemed 
stale. Old. Like an old man’s bedroom. Robert crossed to the 
window and opened it. It would waste the air conditioning 
and get muggy and hot soon enough, but he needed the 
sense of fresh air. 


He sat down in the window seat, energized and hopelessly 
awake; his cock ached. Not that hard, “need to come” ache. 
He could take care of that. This was that yearning “want to 
be touched by Jay” ache. Even worse, his heart ached. The 
moon was just rising behind the magnolia in the front yard, 
its light adding to the sickly glow of the city lights. 


“A magnolia tree?” JD laughed, his mouth a wide, pleased 
smile, the flower cupped in his hands as the petals fell from 
the stamen. “Like a Tennessee Williams play?” 


“Without the endlessly repressed sexuality, | hope,” Robert 
said, coming up behind him and slipping a hand around his 
waist. 
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JD twisted slightly toward him, and Robert felt the muscles 
tighten under his palm, a warning and a promise in Jay’s 
eyes. “We should go inside. Don’t want to shock the 
neighbors.” 


“The neighbors need to be shocked,” Robert said lightly, 
nevertheless resisting the urge to lean into those lips. 


“Really?” And something in JD’s face closed. He moved 
imperceptibly away s 


. “I that 


why we're here? Why you picked this place to buy? To shock 
the neighbors?” 


“What?” Robert tried to reel JD in again, to urge him towa s 
rd the hou e and the sex he 


had seen promised in his eyes just moments ago. “What are 
you talking about?” 


Robert rubbed his hand across his eyes and looked away 
from the tree and back over his empty bedroom. He hadn't 
bought the house to shock anybody. He’d bought it to 
impress and spoil JD. 


He looked around the master bedroom suite. It was twenty- 
five by twenty-five, with another set of pretty French doors 
opening to a balcony that overlooked the garden, and a 
master bath with a doublewide tub. 


The room was dusty. He’d let the maid go after JD left. The 
bed was unmade. He hadn’t bothered to make it since the 
last night they’d slept here. There was a light debris of 
objects on the dresser. Things Robert hadn’t needed or 


thought about in months. One of a pair of never-worn 
bedroom slippers in the middle of the floor. The open closet 
door revealed a row of suits in dry cleaner bags. It had the 
look of a hotel room, easily abandoned. 


No books. No personal items. Nobody lived here, that was 
obvious. 


Robert was so conscious of JD’s presence downstairs that he 
swore he could feel him there. Feel his warm body turning 
under the cotton sheets. The damp mouth pressing into the 
pillowcase as he slept in that odd position of his, head 
arched, knees drawn up, half fetal position, half reaching 
toward the headboard. 


After a while Robert opened the placket on his boxers and 
Slid his hand in there, pulling halfheartedly at himself and 
wishing he could just come hard enough to fall asleep. 


He thought of the bottle of lube he’d left on JD’s bed stand 
and his mind hopped to JD alone down there, in the dark, 
stroking his long cock with those quick jerks of his wrist he’d 
mastered on Robert. Thumb passing over the head on every 
stroke, balls drawing up into twin wrinkled doughnuts right 
under his cock until his thighs shivered and he whimpered 
and long white strings of come painted his chest. 


“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Robert ground his teeth. It wasn’t the 
most satisfying orgasm he’d ever had. He hated jerking off. 
There was something so pathetic about it. But the post 
orgasm lethargy washed through his body and he felt some 
of the tension leaving his belly. 


“Robert? Bobby, wake up.” 
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From the syrupy darkness in which he was drowning, Robert 
felt cool strong hands pulling him up. He wrapped himself 
around that solidity and let it lift him from the nightmare. 


“Jay...” Robert found his skin with his lips, rubbed his face in 
the soft hair. 


“Bobby” -- JD hugged him close -- “you had a nightmare, 
you were crying in your sleep.” 


“It was the one about Tony,” Robert whispered into JD’s 
neck. JD was alive. Warm and alive and holding him with 
strong arms. 


“Sorry, babe, sorry,” 


Robert held JD against him. Pressing his entire torso into JD 
and felt th r 


ose a ms around 


him, steady and reassuring. JD rocking him and whispering, 
“I’m here, baby.” 


“Never leave me, Jay,” Robert begged. 


Robert must have drifted to sleep for a few minutes, but he 
jerked awake half off the bed, clinging to a pillow. JD was 
gone, and someone or something was falling down the 
Stairs. It took a moment for the childish part of Robert’s 
brain to let go of the idea of monsters in the hallways, and 
realize the sound was just like a heavy cast banging ona 
wooden staircase. 


Sans robe, Robert skidded around the landing and down the 
wooden staircase. JD was a few steps up. Bowed over the 
banister, hanging on with both hands. His cane lay on the 
marble floor below him. 


“1...” JD looked up at Robert beseechingly. 


Robert’s legs were shaking as he got down the stairs and 
wedged himself under one of JD’s arms, lifted him back 
down the stairs. Propped him against a wall. 


“Hang on.” He ran over and fetched his cane. Leaned it on 
the wall next to him, before Robert stood, arms akimbo and 
glared at JD. 


“What were you doing?” 

JD huddled against the wall, looking miserable. His curly hair 
stuck up all over, and long bony arms wrapped around 
himself. 

“| keep having those dreams.” 


“Nightmares?” 


He nodded. His eyes, in the moonlight, were black. “About 
the...accident.” 


“Fuck,” Robert said gently. “I’m sorry.” 


JD hugged himself tighter. Seemed to shiver. “I remember 
him,” he said, his voice soft. 


“Neruda. | remember.” A twitch of his body; Robert could 
hear his teeth clicking together as JD shivered. 
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Robert discovered that he really didn’t want to know. “It’s 
okay, JD,” he said. A kind of shoulder patting, comforting, 
please-don’t-speak, gesture. But JD came into Robert’s 
arms. 


An irresistible bundle of frightened, tired little boy. He was 
cold and shaking, and Robert held him tight as JD nuzzled 
against his shoulder. 


“| needed you,” he whispered. 
“You're freezing,” said Robert. 


“l-I forgot my robe. | was lost for a while. | couldn’t find 
you.” 


“I’m right here, JD,” Robert said, leading him back to the 
bedroom, pushing JD gently onto the bed, and pulling the 
blanket up around him. 


“I was waiting for you,” JD said oddly. “Why didn’t you 
come?” 


“I did come, JD. I’m right here.” 
“You didn’t call.” 


Robert looked at him closely. JD’s eyes were so dark in the 
moonlight. It occurred to Robert, then, that he might not be 
fully awake. 


“JD?” Robert took his chin gently in his hand and made Jay 
look at him. “Do you know where you are?” 


“I’m home,” JD whispered, dark blue eyes searching 
Robert’s. “I’m safe.” He folded up against Robert again. 


The feeling of JD shaking in his arms spread like sap through 
Robert’s body. Warm, euphoric, like a drug. 


“PIL get your pills,” said Robert. 
“Robert, don’t...don’t leave.” JD hung onto him. 
Oh, Christ. 


“Please, just...can you just lie here with me? | know it’s a lot 
to ask.” 


It was what Robert wanted more than anything. “Sure.” He 
lay down gingerly, adjusting them so that JD spooned 
against him. Robert stuffed some coverlet between his 
suddenly attentive groin and JD’s wriggling butt. He 
wrapped his arm around his lover and felt JD’s entire torso 
sigh and relax. 


“Thank you,” JD said, and Robert felt JD’s fingers wrap 
around his hand and bring it up to his chest. Those familiar 
fingers enclosing his hand. The body he knew and craved 
with every cell of his body fitted up close against him. 


He bowed his head so that his cheek rested against JD’s 
hair. The sensation so familiar it made Robert ache. “Sleep, 
mi amor,” he whispered, when JD’s snores assured him that 
the man had drifted off. 


x OK OOK OK OX 
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Robert was awakened by the melodic chimes of his front 
doorbell being pressed over and over. “Jay.” He shook the 


slumbering figure that still curled up in his arms. “Jay, the 
nurse is here.” 


JD moaned. 


“I'll let her in,” said Robert. He stumbled down the hallway 
and pressed his face to the peephole. A middle-aged man 
stood there, looking aggravated. The day nurse, obviously. 


Robert kicked himself for not having requested a woman. He 
jerked open the door, and stood there in his boxers and the 
open shirt. 


“We overslept,” he said. “Sorry.” 


The man’s face registered him, his healthy status, and just 
as quickly dismissed him. 


“Where is Mr. Ryan?” 


Robert led him down the hallway to Jay’s room, every 
jealous feather ruffling as he went. “Gimme a minute to 
make sure he’s decent,” he growled at the guy. 


“I’m a nurse, sir.” 


“Whatever.” Robert rapped sharply on the door and heard JD 
say, “Come in,” in an alert voice. Robert swung the door 
open to reveal JD sitting up at his desk, wearing a flannel 
robe that was primly tied, and a slipper on his one foot. The 
leg in the cast was propped up on an open drawer of the 
dresser, that absorbed, curious expression on his face when 
he looked up at the men in the doorway. 


“Hello!” Bright, friendly Jay smile. He held out his hand. “It’s 
nice to meet you. I...am meeting you, right? You aren’t some 
old friend of the family?” 


“It’s called retrograde amnesia,” Robert said, watching the 
nurse shake Jay’s hand with narrowed eyes. 


“I’m Peter,” said the nurse. He gave JD that look. The one 
everyone seemed to give him. And JD smirked and gave it 
back. As he always did. Robert growled. 


That navy blue gaze switched to Robert and he felt it splash 
into him like a glass of warm water. Christ. “Do you have to 
go to the office today, Robert?” 


He did. Damn it. “Si.” 


JD looked crestfallen. “Oh. Well.” He glanced up at Peter, 
flushed a little. “Can you give us a minute?” 


“Show me the kitchen,” said Peter, crisply. “I have to 
unpack.” Robert jabbed a finger at the kitchen galley, which 
he thought was obviously right there, for Christ’s sake, and 
shut the door. 


“I'll be back early.” 


“Somehow, | think you’ve said that before, barrister,” said 
JD. “It’s okay, | feel like I’ll sleep all day anyway.” He looked 
down at the drawer on which his cast rested. 


“There are a hell of a lot of pens in here,” he said. 
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“Uh, yeah, you’re a writer, you know?” 


“I write with pens?” He looked aghast. 


“No, you use an old typewriter.” Robert smiled at his 
expression. “Il always suspected the pens were for 
throwing.” 


“Not a word processor?” 
“Blasphemy,” said Robert. 
“Geez, | must be very precious.” 
Robert shrugged. 


“What is this, Robert?” JD stood in front of the new chrome 
desk, gesturing indignantly at the plasma screen and dual- 
processing CPU lying there. 


“Surprise!” Robert said, brightly. 

JD gritted his teeth. “Take it back.” 

“What?” 

“| don’t fucking need you to buy me equipmen 
i 

t, Robe t. Take this back and give me my 

old typewriter.” 

“JD, be reasonable.” 


“No! When will you listen, Robert? This is my work. This is 
what I do.” He glared at the PC suspiciously. 


“It’s easy, JD,” Robert said encouragingly. “I can show you 
how to open the files.” 


“| do not need your help, Robert!” roared JD, and stomped 
out of the room. 


“You're an artist,” Robert said. “You have your own way of 
doing things.” 


JD’s eyes read him in that tactile way of his. “You put up 
with a lot from me, don’t you, Robert?” 


Who the fuck was this guy and what had he done with Jay? 
“I’m a helluva handful, too, JD,” said Robert. “A real pendejo 
bato.” 


“We're a real pair of son of a bitches, huh, lover?” JD’s eyes 
crinkled at the corner when he smiled, the dimple 
deepening. Robert’s insides clenched and released. 
Clenched and released. 


“Si. We're demons.” His laugh was shaky. Fuck. “You 
remember your slang.” 


“| do?” JD’s eyes searched Robert’s again. It was like being 
touched. 


“I’ve gotta go in to the office,” Robert managed to say. “Pick 
up the stuff l'Il be working on at home.” He retreated and let 
Peter into the room. He was gratified to see that special 
light go out of JD’s eyes when he looked up at the nurse. 
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“Peter? You ever hate your parents for giving you that 
name?” he heard JD asking the nurse as he left the house. 
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Chapter Eleven 


“Christ, Turner, we have to solve this thing so | can get back 
to planning my wedding.” 


Kate’s hair was in tight little braids all over head. She 
shucked her long wool coat and Bill raised an eyebrow at 
her ensemble. “Trying on wedding dresses. Don’t even ask,” 
she said. 


Of course, Bill looked fucking immaculate, damn him. 
“Captain wants to talk about our progress,” he said. 


“Great,” said Kate. “Shouldn’t take long.” Since they had 
nada. 


“I spoke to Neruda’s juvie lawyer,” said Bill as he stood. 


“I thought he declined.” Kate preceded Bill through the 
narrow aisle of desks toward the captain’s office. 


“At the time, he wasn’t aware of the Lemos connection,” 
said Bill. “Amazing what a name can do.” That stick-up-his- 
butt lawyer had practically groveled at Bill’s feet when he’d 
heard that Lemos'’s significant other was involved. 


“Pablo Neruda was an accident waiting to happen,” he’d 
said, pushing a long yellow bang back across the bald spot 
on top of his head. He opened and closed several chaotic- 
looking drawers and drew, as if by magic, thought Bill, a 
thick old folder from the midst. 


He’d slapped it down. “Here. Take it. Glad to help.” 


Kate regarded the folder that Bill now offered to her. “It’s 
inadmissible. What’s the point?” 


“You might find it interesting.” 
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Bill handed the folder to Kate. It had taken him half an hour, 
but he’d managed to put it in order and tag pertinent 
information with little orange sticky tabs. 


She stopped and perused it quickly. 

“Well?” Bill rapped on the door of Captain Smith's office. 
“Do you believe in alien abduction, Turner?” 

Bill snorted. “What?” 


“You know. Area 51. The truth is out there. Conspiracy 
theories?” Kate’s tone told Bill her opinion quite clearly. She 
thwapped the folder lightly with her knuckles. “Kid was just 
trying to get out of trouble.” 


“Yeah?” 


“Turner, if we listened to every punk who claimed the LAPD 
was running a drug operation, we’d waste all our time 
chasing down wild hares and never bust the real bad guys.” 


Bill had loved the X-Files, truth be told. “You listen to any of 
them?” 


Captain Smith opened the office door. His hair stood out in 
tufts over his ears so that every time he looked at him, Bill 


imagined a wooly owl. “Good. | was just going to call you 
two.” 


Kate and Bill stepped in. 


Smith sat on the edge of his desk and folded his arms. “l 
just had a call from Lemos’s office. He wants to know what 
the fuck is wrong with us.” 


“It doesn’t look like a gang hit,” said Kate. “Robert Lemos is 
our next logical suspect, sir.” 


“That’s bad news,” said Smith. 


“He does have an alibi,” said Kate. She let her tone say 
what she and Bill thought of the alibi. 


“I want your report on the investigation thus far,” said 
Smith, and raised his eyebrows when Bill immediately 
whipped it out. “You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you, 
Turner?” 


“Don’t you, sir?” 


Smith actually laughed. Kate mentally vowed to kill Bill for 
giving her a stroke. Later. 


After they’d solved this case. 


“You get a conviction without getting a lawsuit leveled 
against my division, | will,” said Smith. 


“We'll do our best, sir,” said Bill. 


Smith looked him over. Cast an equally appraising look at 
Kate. “I told Mr. Lemos that we’ve placed surveillance on the 
house. As a precautionary measure to guard Ryan’s safety.” 
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Kate dared not look at Bill. Her cell phone buzzed and she 
Snatched it up. “Detective Crandall. What?” She looked at 
Bill and the Captain. “It’s Lara,” she said. “They found the 
Dart.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Gabe Lara himself met Kate and Bill at the police impound 
lot down on Adams. He followed them through as they 
signed in and officially took possession, and then followed 
them out to the yard. Bill’s entire back was goose bumps 
from the sensation of Lara watching him. 


“How'd your boys find it?” Bill asked, just to break the 
silence. 


“It was outside a chop shop.” Gabe shrugged. He leaned 
against an old truck, wearing a worn black leather bomber 
jacket, big arms crossed over his chest, reflective 
sunglasses scanning the street back and forth slowly as he 
spoke. “What they would want with it, | can’t guess.” 


They all gazed at the green Dart. It looked disemboweled. 
What hadn’t been stripped from it was covered with CSI blue 
powder and print dust. 


“What'd Crime Scene find in it?” asked Kate. 


Lara handed the sheet to her. “We routinely check the place 
for stolen vehicles,” he said. “It’s down on Hoover and 4th. 
Coincidentally, of course, two blocks from your vic’s house.” 


Bill shook a cigarette from its package and smoked 
thoughtfully. 


Kate flipped eagerly through the preliminary report. “No 
gun. Damn it.” 


“They would have dumped it,” said Gabe. 


“Sure, Lara, but | would love like hell to have Lemos’s gun. 
Just to cross it off, you know?” 


Gabe lifted his shoulders in a shrug. 


“No box of papers.” Bill frowned at the list. “He was so 
Sure.” 


“Probably JD was drunk off his ass,” said Gabe. “Probably he 
didn’t know what was in his car.” 


“He thinks the perp was looking for the papers. Your men 
didn’t see anything dumped near the car?” 


Gabe shook his head. “It was as you see it.” 


Kate folded the report contemplatively. “Plenty of prints, 
apparently. | can’t wait to hear if we have any matches.” 


Lara looked from Kate to Bill. That stoic jaw didn’t quiver, 
but Bill knew Lara must be dying to ask a million questions. 
“JD remember anything yet?” was all he asked. 


“Nope,” said Bill. 
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Gabe lowered his sunglasses and leveled a look at Bill. “Tell 
me something, Lieutenant. 


Was JD fucking your vic?” 


Bill locked gazes with Lara. The old cop’s eyes were 
expressionless and tired. The question felt more like an 
accusation. Bill was the first to blink. 


“We don’t know,” said Kate. “Probably.” 


Gabe made a soft unhappy noise and raised his glasses to 
cover his eyes again. “I’m happy Roberto has an alibi.” 


“Yeah, his driver,” said Bill. “What do you know about him, 
Lara?” 


“Roberto’s office brought him over on political asylum,” said 
Gabe. “I made some calls when he first started working for 
Mosca. | know some people in INS. He’s clean.” 


“He’s Lemos’s biggest fan,” said Bill. 


Gabe’s head swiveled toward Bill again. Bill could see his 
own reflection in the sunglasses. “To know Roberto is to love 
him,” Gabe pronounced. 


A bark of laughter erupted from Bill’s mouth and he had to 
turn his head away. 


“Right,” said Kate. “You know, we never did see Lemos on 
the security tapes.” 


Gabe shrugged unconcernedly. “That happens.” 


“So it’s down to the word of Vejar.” 


“Listen,” said Gabe. “Ryan finally moved out and Roberto 
finally moved on. Why would a man like Roberto suddenly 
chase that little faggot down in a parking lot in the middle of 
a work week?” 


“People do crazy things,” said Bill. 


Those mirrored lenses turned back toward him. That 
expressionless face regarded Bill long enough that he 
started to wonder what crazy things Lara might know about 
him. 


Christ, he thought, this guy must be hell when interviewing 
suspects. 


Lara raised a scarred, calloused thumb to the corner of his 
mouth in a thoughtful gesture. “They do,” he said. 


Kate rescued Bill before he started blurting out confessions. 
She whapped the report with one hand. “Thanks for calling 
us, Lara,” said Kate. “We appreciate it.” 


They walked in silence back to their car. Bill felt the prickle 
of being watched the whole time. 


“That guy makes my blood curdle,” he said. 
“Lara’s old school, Turner. Hard core. But, he’s a good cop.” 


Bill plucked at his lower lip. Kate was learning to read that 
habit. “What?” 


“Isn't there an NA meeting tonight?” 
“Yeah?” 
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“Okay,” said Bill, stuffing the report into the alphabetized 
file folder inside his briefcase. He shoved the thing under 
the front seat. “We can grab dinner on the way to the 
meeting.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Bill’s cell phone was buzzing in his pocket again. He checked 
the caller ID. 


“You need to get that?” asked Kate, sotto voce. 


Bill shook his head. Crossing his arms and spreading his feet 
out, trying to find a comfortable position on the folding 
chairs the NA leader had directed them to at the back of the 
room. 


He and Kate sat patiently through the affirmation and the 
announcements. Seated at the back, they really couldn’t 
see the faces of the attendees, though Bill was fairly certain 
he knew some of the faces he’d seen as the people had filed 
into the room. 


Thank God, he’d not gotten hooked on drugs, at least. No 
cop’s career survived that. 


“We were shocked and saddened to hear the news about 
Pablo,” the leader was saying now. “Pablo was clean. He had 
his one-year pin. He was in school, getting a license. He’s 
left behind a mother, a family who misses him. Friends. He 
was getting himself a life. Somebody took that away from 
him. Some of you knew Pablo pretty well. You might know 
why someone might want to hurt him. Officers Crandall and 
Turner hoped they might talk to some of you after the 
meeting.” 


Feet scuffed uncomfortably under chairs. A few heads half 
turned toward Bill and Kate. 


Kate nudged Bill with her elbow and they left the room. 


They waited out the meeting in an adjoining room. There 
were paper cups and coffeepots, plates of cookies on a 
folding table with a red and white paper tablecloth. So 
familiar as to be depressing, thought Bill, pulling out a 
cigarette. 


“Hey, can you smoke in here?” 


“Trust me, partner. Smoking is always allowed at Twelve 
Step meetings.” Bill lit a match and puffed for a second. 
“None of these people are going to talk to us,” he said. 


“No, not here, they won’t. You ever fish, Turner?” 
“No,” said Bill, exhaling smoke. 


Of course not. Kate imagined Bill, briefly, sitting ina 
battered, dirty boat with a smelly bait box at his feet. The 
idea made her smile. “My father taught me to fish,” she 
Said. 


“Are there lakes in Los Angeles?” 


“I grew up in New Mexico,” said Kate. “Not all black cops are 
from the inner city, Turner.” 
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Bill was about to stammer out some kind of apology, but 
Kate interrupted him. 


“Sometimes you have to let the bait lay in the water for a 
while. Let the fish get the scent of it. Maybe they’ll come 
back when the other fish aren’t around, you know?” 


Bill shook his head, smiling. The group emerged from the 
room and crowded around the coffee urns. After a little 
while, a young man approached them. 


He was about five feet nine and of some mixed racial origin, 
dark brown skin, shining straight hair. Maybe 
Hispanic/Korean, guessed Bill. His age was hard to guess in 
the light. 


But he wore the oversized sports jersey and sagging shorts 
of the younger tribe of men in the cities, and his hair was 
cut raggedly across his face in that chopped style one saw 
lately at the DJ clubs. “Kin | bum a smoke?” he asked. 


Bill glanced at Kate and shook a cigarette from the pack, 
proffered it to the stranger. He took it and shuffled off. Bill 
shrugged. 


“You want some coffee?” asked Kate. 


“Sure,” said Bill. “Can’t get enough of the stuff.” Kate went 
and stood in line, and Bill studied the people in the room 
with those cool eyes. On occasion, a gaze would drift over to 
him. Get caught in his stare and look quickly away. Bill 
didn’t think much of it. Strangers always reacted to him that 
way. After a while, the group leader came over. 


“Lieutenant? Can you really see through walls, or does it 
only feel that way?” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Patrick 
Simpson. Call me Pat.” 


“Sure, Pat.” Bill shook the man’s hand, studied his affable 
face. “You knew Neruda well?” 


“Pretty well. Pablo was quite a fighter, Lieutenant. | thought 
he was going to make it.” 


“Anybody here have a problem with him?” 
“No.” 


“He ever talk about something that was bothering him? He 
act worried about something?” 


“Yes,” said Pat. “He told me he was helping Joseph Ryan 
research something about Rampart. He was really nervous 
about that. He thought they were being watched.” 


Bill let smoke stream from his nostrils, regarding Pat. 
“Who'd he think was watching him?” he asked. 


Kate came up with two cups of coffee. She handed one to 
Bill. 


“Sorry, | can’t help you with that,” said Pat. “You'll excuse 
me,” 


“What was that?” asked Kate. 


“Another conspiracy theorist,” said Bill. He sipped at his 
coffee. “God, this is awful. 


Come on, let’s find a cop shop and get some real coffee.” 
x OK OK KOK 
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Halfway down the block, Kate did a U-turn and pulled up in 
front of a liquor store. 


“You need more cigarettes, Turner,” she said, turning off the 
engine and getting out of the car. 


Bill frowned thoughtfully and followed Kate into the store. 
Bought a pack of cigarettes and a lighter with a girl on it 
whose clothing disappeared when one used it. Just to bug 
Kate. 


While he was paying, the kid who had bummed the smoke 
at the NA came through the door. 


He saw Bill, circled around behind a food aisle then 
reappeared on Bill’s other side. He nodded. “Kin | bum 
another smoke, man?” 


Bill shrugged and handed the guy the new pack. 


“Hey, thanks. Hey, guess why no one talked to you back 
there?” asked the man, stripping off the wrapping and 
Shaking out a cigarette. 


“Why?” asked Kate. 


“Pablo, he had some cop watching him,” said the man. He 
stuck the cigarette in his mouth but didn’t light it. 


Bill supposed a few of the members of NA were being 
watched by police. “You sure they were following Neruda?” 


The man cracked a smile. “Pablo, he was sure. He said the 
same car was outside his mother’s house down there. And 
JoJo, he said so, too.” 


“Jojo?” 
“Pablo’s rich man.” 


“Joseph Ryan?” 


“Yeah, that’s the guy. He brought Pablo to meetings and 
picked him up, too. He said the dude was somebody that 
didn’t like what they was doing, maybe.” 


Ryan had seen the tail, as well? “You ever see this man?” 
asked Kate. “Can you describe him?” 


“Big,” shrugged their man. “Big Mexican, you know? Drove a 
black Impala, maybe. | didn’t get such a good look.” 


Kate’s eyes went wide and she exchanged a look with Bill. 
When Gabe had met them at the impound yard, he’d been 
driving a black TransAm. The body style looked remarkably 
like an Impala. 


The door bell jangled and Abi came in, looking behind 
himself nervously, but still giving Kate an appreciative once 
over and a charming smile. “You couldn’t stay away from 
me, Officer Kate?” 


“That’s right, Abi. | can’t stop thinking about you.” 
Bill chuckled. “If you’re smart, that’ll scare you.” 


Abi frowned. “I wasn’t lying, as you can see. | come to my 
meetings every week.” 
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“You're a good boy, Abi,” said Kate. “I can see that.” 


A car with a bad muffler slowed as it drove by the shop, its 
lights flashing across the posters in the window. Abi’s head 
jerked sharply to follow its progress. “Well.” His eyes rolled. 
“| gotta go, Officer Kate.” He almost ran off. 


Kate raised an eyebrow at the other man. “So, nobody you 
know of had a beef with Pablo? He didn’t owe anybody 
money?” 


Their other friend toyed with his unlit cigarette. “I think 
maybe Pablo, he was gonna be a priest or something, he 
was so pure. Listen, | gotta go, too. Have to be in the house 
by ten.” He lifted his pants leg and revealed the electronic 
ankle bracelet. “Or l'Il get spanked by Officer Kate,” he said. 


Kate gave him a rueful little smile and handed him her card. 
“Get lost,” she said. 


They watched him go. “This is starting to piss me off,” said 
Kate. 


No other NA members sought them out, and they were 
climbing back into the car when Bill’s phone buzzed. 
“Yeah?” He looked startled. “Hello, Mr. Vejar.” His eyes met 
Kate’s. “Thank you, but | already had my supper. Yes, sir. Of 
course. You have a nice night, too.” He slid the phone 
closed, his cheeks bright red. 


“Sounds like you have an admirer,” said Kate. 


“It’s my fault,” said Bill. “| was almost flirting with him when 
we interviewed him.” 


“Yeah, | saw that,” said Kate. She chuckled. “Took balls. | 
was impressed, Turner.” 


Bill could feel his face warming, so he turned toward the 
window. 


Kate tsked. “Are all of Lemos’s friends faggots? Geez, Turner, 
this case must be turning your stomach. | should have 


known. That medicine cabinet is the most immaculate thing 
I"ve ever seen.” 


“Shame on you.” 
“No little blue pills either, if you catch my drift.” 


“We didn’t have a warrant. What the hell were you looking 
for anyway?” 


Kate pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Sometimes it helps just to 
understand people. Get inside their heads.” 


“And you do that by snooping around their bathrooms?” 
“You'd be surprised.” 


Of course, Bill immediately thought of his own medicine 
cabinet, and then, of course, he wondered what Kate would 
think of it. And then, he knew he didn’t want to know. “If you 
ever come to my place,” he said, “you are using a Porta 
Potti out back.” 


Kate’s laugh burst from her. “Understood.” 


“So, what did you glean from your illegal search of Vejar’s 
bathroom?” 


“Like | said, | should have known he was queer. It’s spotless. 
Even the toilet seat was down, which, given that I’m sure he 
seldom entertains women, was weird. Everything lined 154 
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up in neat little rows. Immaculate. Shining chrome fixtures. 
Hand towels neatly folded, and the toilet paper folded at the 
corner like in a hotel. It’s like he’s always waiting for 
inspection.” 


“He doesn’t strike me as military,” said Bill. 


“Some sort of organization, I’m sure. Maybe Navy. Where 
they have to keep even the little details perfect.” 


“Does Nicaragua have a navy?” 


They were halfway back to the station and at a red light, 
when Kate ground her teeth. 


“Who keeps fucking calling you, Bill?” 


Bill checked the ID. “Nothing. Phone sales.” He pocketed the 
thing. 


They’d been driving for another ten minutes before Kate 
said, her voice grudging. “So, let’s say that Ryan was on the 
trail of something. A dirty cop, maybe.” 


Bill looked at her, truthfully surprised. 


“He recovers his supposed lost memories, | doubt we're the 
first people he’s going to think of calling,” said Kate. 


Bill plucked at his lip. Kate pulled up to a red light and 
drummed her fingers on the steering wheel before saying 
lightly. “He might talk to you.” 


“Why?” asked Bill. 
“If you approached him the way you did Vejar.” 


Kate misinterpreted the bright embarrassed flush that 
stained Bill’s neck and face, and laughed uproariously. 


Bill’s cell phone buzzed urgently again. He drew it out and 
looked at the number. 


Kate gave him a look. “Maybe if you stopped giving your 
number out at bars,” she said. 


“I told you, it’s just sales,” said Bill. 
Kate let it go. “You want me to drop you at your car?” 


“Yes, please,” said Bill. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


There was no one waiting in the shadows for him. No 
message lights on his home phone. Bill went straight 
through to his bedroom and stripped, turning on his cell 
phone once to check messages. Methodically going through 
and deleting Christopher’s messages one by one without 
listening to them, then lying back on his bed in boxers and a 
T-shirt, staring at the reflection of car lights skating across 
his bedroom ceiling. It took a long time before he could 
close his eyes and sleep. 


* OK OK OK OX 
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“Thank you, Jorge. I’m done for the day; you can go home.” 


Jorge hung the keys to the Mercedes on the hook by the 
door and picked up the keys to his own car. “Thank you, Mr. 
Lemos.” 


Robert glanced at his watch for the first time in hours and 
couldn't believe his eyes. It was after 10:00 p.m. Christ. If 
anything had destroyed his marriage, it had been Robert’s 
obsession with work. 


“I’m home,” he announced, nervously, into the house. 


There was that telltale thumping down the hallway and JD 
came round the corner. 


Robert took a step back in surprise. JD looked gorgeous. 


The black cashmere was one of those things JD had only 
worn for the book tours. It was far too “swank” and 
“metrosexual” for JD’s taste. He’d found and altered a pair 
of gray pants so their rolled leg ended just above his cast. 


He’d had a shower and wore his hair carefully combed back. 
He’d trimmed his sideburns a little longer than usual. It was 
a surprisingly sophisticated look, and without the tousled 
mess around it, his face was clearly shown to its best 
advantage. Those black eyebrows lowered nervously over 
dark blue eyes. 


He came down the hallway slowly, swinging the cane, and 
that’s when Robert noticed that JD was wearing his ring 
again. 


“I asked Peter to go home,” said JD, his eyes lighting on 
Robert and then skipping off again. “I made chicken mole.” 


Robert realized that he still had his briefcase in his hand and 
set it down slowly. 


“I wanted us to have a quiet dinner together.” JD took a 
swaying little step forward and paused. “Guess it’s more like 
a supper now, isn’t it?” 


“I’m sorry I’m late,” said Robert. “It’s fucking work.” 


“Oh, | knew you'd be late,” said JD slowly. “You always are.” 


Tension coiled in the pit of Robert’s stomach. Before JD could 
start shouting, Robert slid past him and almost ran into the 
kitchen. 


“Wait,” he heard JD call behind him, the rubber tip of his 
cane skittering across the floor. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


JD caught up to Robert, where he was hiding his head in the 
refrigerator. JD paused in the doorway, and Robert was 
accosted by the memories. 


“Well if it isn’t Mr. Lemos.” 
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JD’s voice was slurred from drinking, the accent heavy. He 
leaned in the kitchen doorway, hands shoved in pockets, 
chin lifted, eyes narrowed, just in case Robert might think he 
gave a shit. 


“It’s almost five a.m., Jay,” Robert pointed out. “The bars 
closed hours ago. I’ve called every hospital. A few friends 
who may never speak to me again... Where the hell have 
you been?” 


“What, am | supposed to wait dutifully all night? Hoping 
you'll remember you have a home?” JD took a staggering 
step. He was very drunk, even for him. “I went out with 
friends.” 


“Who? I’ve called every fucking number I can think of. Who 
the fuck have you been out with?” 


JD ignored the question. Folded his arms tight against his 
chest, his mouth turned up mockingly and nodded at 
Robert’s appearance. Leaning against the sink in his old 
terry robe, looking sick with exhaustion and worry and grief. 
“Man, have you been standing here all night?” 


“Somebody had to clean up the mess,” said Robert, rinsing 
his hands in the sink, even though he’d already cleaned 
them. Before he’d left, JD had apparently decided to throw 
Robert’s dinner across the kitchen. Robert had found china, 
vegetables, and beef gravy splattered all over. 


“Oh, fuck you, Robert. What do you care what the house 
looks like? You’re never in it.” 


“I’m sorry I’m late,” Robert babbled. “It’s fucking work. I...” 


“It’s not a problem, Robert. Truth is, Peter’s so attentive, | 
was kind of enjoying a little alone time.” 


“Connie expects us to follow through on these 
interrogatories before they...” Robert kept up his defense. 


“I said it wasn’t a problem. Why are you making it one?” JD 
leaned on his cane, frowning. 


“I’m sorry,” said Robert, again. 


JD came slowly, with that lopsided walk, across the kitchen. 
“lII forgive you, if you give me a kiss,” he said, stopping in 
front of Robert. 


Robert was too surprised to protest and found himself with 
JD’s arm around his waist and JD’s mouth pressed against 
his lips. 


A second of heaven and then JD leaned back, his eyes dark. 
“Welcome home, Bobby.” 


Robert dared to touch JD’s hair, lightly, with two fingers. 
“You look great,” he whispered. 
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JD flushed. “Peter helped me,” he admitted. “I feel | look like 
a faggot.” 


“Oh, no,” said Robert. “We can’t have that.” 


JD noticed where Robert’s eyes kept going and he raised his 
hand, touching the ring on his finger with his thumb. “I, uh, 
had my ring repaired. They said they’d have to melt it and 
reform it and | just couldn’t stand the idea.” He raised his 
hand so that Robert could see the ring closely. “So they 
attached it to a thin gold band. See?” 


Robert captured the hand with the ring on it, and kissed it. 
There were no words in him at the moment. Only feelings. 


“You hungry?” asked JD, smiling softly. “I made mole.” 
Robert kissed JD’s fingers again. “I can’t wait.” 


“| found the perfect wine,” said JD. “For you, of course. l'Il 
have to appreciate it vicariously. And asparagus tips. They 
just came into season.” He extricated himself from Robert’s 
arms and turned toward the stove. “Mole sauce just gets 
better with time,” said JD. 


“Have a taste?” He turned from the stove with a bit of 
chicken thrust from the end of a fork. 


Robert obediently lapped it up. 

“Yum.” 

JD laughed. “I remembered the recipe this afternoon.” 
“You remembered that?” 

“Yes.” 


“Then” -- Robert felt a combination of thrill and foreboding -- 
“then you really are getting your memory back.” 


JD shook his head, going back to his sauce. “I hope so.” He 
looked at Robert. “I wish | could remember what happened 
between us.” 


“If you did, you wouldn’t be here,” said Robert. He crossed 
his arms before him and frowned. 


JD seemed not to hear this assertion. He lifted a pan from 
the stove. “We're ready,” he said. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


The dining room was set with the best china, the place 
settings precise and shining as with polish. Candles glowed 
at both ends of the table, and there was a simple brass bowl 
filled with cuttings from Robert’s garden in the middle of the 
table. 


“| came in here this afternoon and remembered when we 
bought the table,” said JD, setting down their plates. 


Robert looked at their table. Two-hundred-year-old Tuscany 
oak. Practically petrified wood, and almost eight inches 
thick. If there were a nuclear war, he suspected that table 
would still be standing here in the decimated house. 
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“We...” JD sat down and looked up at Robert. Twin spots of 
bright red appeared on his cheeks. “We made love here,” he 
said. He rapped the wood gently with his knuckles, a 
bemused smile on his face. “On the naked wood.” 


“This can’t be sanitary,” JD said. The room was so dark, the 
only light from the flashlight sitting on the sideboard. It 
shone in his eyes as he laughed up at Robert, their noses 
inches apart. 


“Soap and water, baby,” said Robert. The table barely 
budged beneath him as he brought up one knee for 
leverage. “Cures ever t y hing.” Robert rocked against him. 


JD’s butt made a squeaking noise as it dragged against the 
polished surface. “Ow,” he said. 


“You're going to get tabletop burns,” Robert whispered. 
Hands. God, his hands were like crazy an 


imals, running all over JD’s body. Smooth, soft skin. Robert 
could feel the long muscles of JD’s thighs moving eagerly 
against his palms. He bent down and touched his lips to that 
Skin. “Need you,” He mouthed the words against JD’s belly, r 


the soft t 
, 
ail of hai, 


following it down. “Need to bury myself in you, baby. Oh, 
Jay.” 


JD shuddered all over. From his shoulders down to his toes. 
His hands wandering frantically over Robert’s head, his 
shoulders. 


: 
“Whereae 

S 

you?” he a ked, wriggling on the 

table, ass arching upward. 

: 

Robe t shuffled forward, pulling JD’s hips to the edge of the 
thick wood. His cock finding the little pucker in the dark, like 
finding its home. “Baby.” 

JD whimpered. “Now, Bobbo, please. God.” 


“Yeah,” said Robert harshly. “I remember.” He was shaking 
all over. 


“Christ.” JD’s whole face was flushed. “How could we give 
that up?” 


“It was just sex, for...” 

“It wasn’t just sex, Bobby.” 

Robert occupied his hands and eyes with opening the wine. 
JD sighed. “Robert, we had such a life. What went wrong?” 


Robert poured his wine. JD, he noted, had a bottle of 
sparkling water sitting next to his own glass. “When you 


remember, you'll want to leave,” Robert said. 


JD’s gave him a puzzled look. “You keep thinking I’m going 
to leave. Hey. Broken leg here.” He smiled. 


Robert mustered an answering smile. “Yeah. Should have 
thought of that before.” 


JD looked a little startled. 

“Just kidding,” said Robert. He drank some wine. 

“| left frequently, then?” 
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Robert sighed. 

“What went wrong, Robert? | look at you and l-I feel...” 
Robert covered his eyes with his hand. 


“Please, talk to me, Robert,” JD’s hand was warm where it 
clasped Robert’s wrist. 


Robert’s heart was pounding, his whole body warm. He 
shook his head, trying to swallow. 


Trying to breath. And then JD let go. 

“Fine.” JD’s voice was bleak and emotional. “Fine. I’m tired, 
Robert. I’m tired and my leg fucking hurts and | want a drink 
so bad.” 


“JD, I’m trying to do what | think you’d want if you were 
yourself.” 


“You think I’d want to torment you? To make you sleep next 
to me, but not touch me? 


To care for me, take care of me, when you so obviously still 
have feelings?” 


“Don’t put words in my mouth, JD! | never said anything like 
that, for fuck’s sake.” 


“Oh, please, is it such a sin? | can see it in your face every 
time you look at me. Look at you, Robert! You’re shaking all 
over. It’s tearing you up. You want me to tell you to fuck off? 


You think I’m such an asshole?” 


“Is this about gratitude, Jay? Because that’s fucking 
insulting.” 


“Gratitude? Jesus! Are you even listening to me?” 
“I’m not pathetic!” 
“Fuck,” said JD. “I never said you were.” 


“You painted a picture of some pathetic, lovesick...” Robert 
faded in his diatribe. JD 


was laughing. 
“Do we always fight like this?” he asked. 


Robert couldn’t help but smile. “We wouldn't,” he said. “If 
you'd only admit that I’m always right.” 


That dimple appeared in JD’s cheek. “It’s a wonder we didn’t 
kill each other.” 


Robert chuckled. “Would have served us both right.” He 
rubbed his cheek. “You remember the fighting?” 


JD shook his head, still grinning. “Some of it. | remember the 
making up,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. 
“When you're angry, you are so sexy.” 


“That is such a cliché,” Robert said, feeling his cheeks going 
warm. “As an award-winning author, you should be 
ashamed.” 


JD leaned his elbow on the table, chin in his hand, and gave 
Robert that look that made all the boys swoon. “I’ve been 
planning this seduction all day, Bobby. It isn’t working, is it?” 


Fuck. “Of course, it’s working,” said Robert. He wiped his 
mouth and threw the napkin on his plate. “You haven’t been 
this nice to me in years, JD.” 


JD looked startled. “Oh.” 
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“Let’s do the dishes,” said Robert. “Then I'll let you stay up 
and watch a movie.” 


“Let me?” 
“Don’t start,” growled Robert. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


They curled together on the couch watching a movie, and 
when the movie had ended, they watched the static, until 
Robert raised the remote and switched it off. JD snuggled 


closer against him. Robert was in an euphoric haze. Holding 
JD in his arms. A pliant, cozy, snuggly JD. 


“I can’t sleep yet. I’ve been in bed all day. And | want to 
talk. Okay?” 


“Sure, Jay.” They hadn’t just snuggled and talked in so long. 
Generally, physical contact had been silent and confined to 
sex. Conversation was for yelling across the room at one 
another. 


“Will you tell me why we split up?” 


Robert laughed helplessly. “You are as persistent and 
focused as a child, JD.” 


JD’s head burrowed against him playfully. “Inquiring 
minds...” 


“Lots of things went wrong,” said Robert. 


“Such as?” JD’s head tilted back and he smiled up at him. 
“Robert, you realize that you’re protecting me from me, 
don’t you?” 


A rueful smile stretched Robert’s mouth despite himself. “A 
little excessive?” 


JD chuckled. “You said you were overprotective, but...” 
“No, | said | was overly possessive,” said Robert. 


JD’s head dropped. He stroked Robert’s arm. “Did | sleep 
around?” 


Robert closed his eyes. “I never saw anything,” he said. 
“Not really. And | deserved it a lot of the time.” 


“How could you deserve it?” JD protested from the circle of 
his arms. 


“You should quit smoking.” Robert leaned against the jamb 
of the French doors, JD 


standing at the corner of the balcony, elbows on the 
railings, blowing smoke rings at the pink and orange sky. 


“Helps me think,” said JD, taking another drag. He leaned 
over to pick up his glass and Robert could tell just by the 
way his balance was, by the lazy grip of his fingers on the 
glass, how drunk JD was, how much drunker he 


| 
cou d become before it went bad. 
“I thought the whiskey helped you think,” said Robert. 


JD turned at that. Shot a look at him from beneath swollen 
eyelids. “The whiskey helps me forget. So. You suddenly 
decided you’re speaking to me again?” 
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His face was puffy, tear streaked. He turned the back of his 
head to Robert and tipped it back, the ice clinking as he 
drained the glass. Leaning carefully lopsided, he set the 
glass down again and took a few staggering steps to the 
chair, where he folded up, cigarette still aloft and burning, 
face s ill turned f 


t 


rom Robert. 


“I was speaking to you...I just...| didn’t like what | was 
saying, so | stopped.” 


“Oh? Which part?” JD tapped ash, contemplated the sky. 
“The whorish fag or the son of a shit pile?” 


“| didn’t say that.” 


“Excuse me, Roberto. | do understand that bastardization of 
a language that you speak, even if | don’t speak it myself.” 
JD studiously t s ubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray at his 
elbow. 


“| didn’t mean it.” 
S 


JD laughed. A short, di gusted exhalation, and covered his 
eyes with his hand. 


Robert stood in agonized silence, struggling with myriad 
demons and heard himself blurting, “Who was that guy?” 


JD laughed again. This time he shook his head, running 

those long fingers through his hair. “Of course. That, my 
dear, was a very eager and attentive suitor. If you must 
know.” He looked up at Robert. “Attractive, isn’t he?” 


“He’s half your age,” s | 


a d Robert, trying to see past the heat that suddenly f | i led 
his 


brain. 
“Like | said.” JD grinned. “Attractive.” 


r 


Robe t rubbed at his face with the palms of his hands. 


“Oh, don’t worry, lover,” said JD drily. “He only wants me for 
my body. He doesn’t love me like you do.” 


Robert twisted for a full minute, trying to control himself, 
but losing. “I'll kill him.” 


JD laughed. He leaned over in his chair and howled. 
“Stop fucking laughing at me, JD,” 

: 

said Robe t. “Stop it, or...or...” 


“You going to kill me, too, Roberto? Please, do me the 
favor.” JD leaned bas 


ck, arm 


spread. “Throw me over the balcony. Or!” He leapt up and in 
one step was leaning perilously over the railing. “I'll save 
you the trouble and jump...” 


“JAY!” Robert had JD’s arms in both hands and was pulling 
his lover back, spinning about and shoving him through the 
doorway into the living room. JD stumbled, bare fee t 


Slapping against the hardwood, untucked, unbuttoned shirt 
flapping as he spun around. He was still laughing as Robert 
grabbed hold of him again, but this time pushed him to the 
sofa. 


JD fell back, unresisting, eyes hot and mockin r 


g, and Robe t was on him, half kissing, 


half mauling his mouth, tearing his shirt off, his pants down, 
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with bites, finding the cock growing hard already in his 
lover’s pants and swallowing it in one gulp. 


JD cursed softly and buried his hands in Robert’s hair. He 
didn’t take long. Robert cried against his belly, pumping JD’s 
cock as the streams of come coated his hand and face. 


“Fucking love you, Jay. Why do you do these things?” he 
asked a fe w minutes later, 


cradling JD in his arms. 


“Why do you fucking piss me off so bad, Bobby?” JD stroked 
his head, his cheek. 


r 


Robe t shook his head, burying his face in JD’s neck. “Can’t 
Stand it...can’t...” 


“It’s okay, lover,” JD whispered, still petting, soothing. “It’s 
Okay.” 


“We fought a lot,” said Robert. 
“All couples fight,” said JD. 
“We fought a lot,” said Robert. He sighed. 


“Fifteen years, Bobby.” JD’s head turned and his mouth 
nuzzled at Robert’s chest. 


Robert knew he shouldn’t allow it, but it felt so fucking good. 
“People don’t stay together for fifteen years for nothing.” 


“| don’t know,” said Robert. 


“Dr. Dennis thinks | should take antidepressants,” said JD. 
His tone was casual enough. 


Robert only knew by the way he cast his eyes toward the 
door, the way his hand gripped Robert’s shirt, that he was 
worried. 


“So take them,” said Robert. “And stop if you don’t like it.” 


JD looked at him, his eyes childlike in their anxiety. “Do you 
think I’m mentally ill, Robert?” 


“Christ, no,” said Robert. “If anybody is crazy, it’s me.” 


JD grinned, the dimple flashing. “Maybe you should come to 
the next session.” 


“Maybe | should,” said Robert. “We talked about it a couple 
times. Couples’ 


counseling.” 
“Why didn’t we do it?” 
“The appointment was two hours ago, Robert,” said JD. 


” 


“I’m sorry, said Robert. And he was. JD looked really pissed 
off this time. Like I’m-packing-my-bags-and-leaving pissed 
off. “It’s work, JD. | forget.” 


“Yeah, well, what does that tell you? You remember what’s 
important to you.” 


“That’s not fair, JD.” 
JD was folded around hi 
S 


mself. Arm crossed. Legs crossed. “Doesn’t matter, we did 
the session without you.” 
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“Oh?” Robert set down his briefcase and pulled up a chair. 
“So, tell me what you talked about.” 


JD studied him for a few minutes. “He asked what | like 
about you.” 


“He did?” Robert’s cheeks warmed. He tried to take JD’s 
hand, but JD was a knot of isolation over there on the chair. 
He didn’t want to be touched. “What did you say?” 


“I said | couldn’t think of anything,” said JD. 


“I messed up,” Robert admitted. He thought if JD 
remembered him, he’d be shocked to hear such a thing 
coming from Robert, who never admitted that he was 
wrong. “I let work take precedence over everything.” 


JD stroked his shirt front. “What do they call that? 
Workaholic?” He chuckled ruefully. 


“A workaholic and an alcoholic. Volatile.” 


“Like fire on gasoline,” Robert admitted. He whispered 
against JD’s hair, “But the sex was hot.” 


JD’s fingers paused and toyed with a button. “lIl bet. 
Robert, | didn’t tell you before, but Detective Turner and | 
talked on the phone one night.” 


Robert could feel his skin chilling. Every inch that touched JD 
going careful and still. 


“Really? What did he want?” 


“I called him because | had a nightmare. And he warned me 
about being in danger.” JD 


unbuttoned the button with which he’d been playing. 
“He threatened you?” 


“No. It was more like he was worried about me.” JD let his 
hand travel across Robert’s chest, his fingers sliding under 
the shirt and circled close to one nipple. 


“| remember watching you touch yourself,” he said, softly. 
“Here.” 


A ripple of desire and fear, mixed together, ran over 
Robert’s chest and belly. “JD,” he said. 


“You know, | think Detective Turner is gay,” said JD. 
“Really,” said Robert carefully. 


JD withdrew his hand and frowned. He looked up at Robert. 
“I was trying to make you jealous just now.” 


Robert’s heart started beating long, slow, hard thuds 
against his chest. “JD, what are you doing?” 


“I don’t know.” JD stayed curled up close to him. “The doctor 
said | drank to medicate the depression,” he said. “Maybe | 
started fights to do the same thing.” 


“Maybe you did. You said you drank to forget.” 
“Forget what?” 
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“You never said.” 

JD laughed. “Fuck, what a jerk | was.” 


“No,” said Robert, and he encircled JD’s body with both of 
his arms, buried his face in his hair, and inhaled. “No, you 
were brilliant and beautiful and full of a passion for 
everything you did that drew people to you like...like...” 


JD’s fingers touched Robert’s chin. “Robert,” he whispered. 


Robert gazed at him, helpless as JD leaned forward and 
touched his mouth to Robert’s. 


“Want you,” said JD. Serious. 


Robert nodded. “Me, too.” JD’s finger lightly traced Robert’s 
lower lip, and he leaned in and kissed him again. “Want to 
push you over, strip you down.” 


“Jay...” whimpered Robert. 


“Take that big beautiful cock into my mouth.” JD’s kiss was 
wet and sloppy and his arms came around Robert. 


“Want to suck you till you beg,” said JD, the brogue slipping 
in. 


Robert groaned and grabbed JD’s ass, the back of his head, 
deepened the kiss, stroking their tongues together, pushed 
JD and flopped them backward onto the couch. 


Both panting, Robert sat back, whipped his shirt off, pulling 
JD’s T-shirt up over his head, and crawled up over him. On 
all fours, looked down at him. JD’s hand slithered down and 
found Robert’s waistband, watching Robert’s face as he 
drew down his zipper, eyes going dark as his hand closed 
around Robert’s cock. 


The world blew open. The past year, the years before that 
even, the regrets and anger and even the moments when 
Robert had given up, all disappeared. JD lay under him, his 
voice sharp and needy, his eyes full of lust and a kind of 
wonderful adoration, and his body gave under Robert, leg 
wrapped around him, arms holding him, as if afraid he’d let 
go, mouth soft and wet and begging. 


He could kiss him forever. Except then he couldn’t taste the 
soft skin of his belly. Tug at the gold hairs with his teeth. 
Paint a line with his tongue down the constellation of 
freckles that marked a trail from his hip to his groin. 


JD laughing and groaning, fighting playfully for dominance, 
hindered by the cast. He finally got Robert’s torso up where 
he wanted it, sucking at Robert’s nipples like he 
remembered how crazy that made Robert. Robert’s foot 
jumping against the cushions. 


“Thumper.” JD laughed against his chest, and Robert gasped 
at the nickname. 


“You remember that?” 


JD chuckled. “Anybody who’d made love to you would call 
you that.” 


JD’s hand found his cock and fondled it, his grip tightening. 
“God, | love this,” he said, his tongue rough on Robert’s 
nipple. 
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Robert’s foot moved on the sofa cushion, his balls tightening 
impossibly, drawing up. 


JD’s hand tightening, stroking fast and hard. 
“Jay, gonna...please wanna make it last.” 


Grinning at him, JD’s hand closed in a vise around the base 
of Robert’s cock. Robert gasped. “Fuck.” 


“Save it for me, lover,” whispered JD, urging Robert to roll 
onto his stomach. 


“Oh, God, oh, God,” chanted Robert, spreading his legs, 
thrusting his ass in the air like some kind of slut. JD’s fingers 
were right there, right where he needed. 


“Bobby, love, where’s the condoms?” 
“What?” Robert looked around blearily. 
“Rubbers, sweetheart. | don’t remember. Where are they?” 


“No.” Robert could feel himself curling into a ball, as if to 
protect himself from something. “JD, no, please.” 


“Bobby, love, what’s wrong?” JD holding him, worried, his 
mouth nuzzling his hair. 


God. “I can’t yet. | haven’t...” Fuck. 
“Sweetheart, let me... Please, Bobbo. Relax.” 


“No.” Robert still resisted JD’s touch, protecting himself from 
whatever this was. 


“It’s okay, sweetheart. | can wait,” said JD. And he crawled 
down Robert’s body instead. He drew Robert’s cock into his 
throat, sucking hard and long and bringing Robert to full 
hardness, tongue tickling and then fucking the slit until 
Robert grunted and his head filled with white. 


“Christ, you're beautiful. Christ.” JD holding him, jacking 
himself off against Robert’s body. Robert’s hand joined his, 
his mouth finding JD’s. JD’s hand fell away and he fucked 
Robert’s fist, whispering endearments, grasping his 
shoulders and begging, crying. “Love you, Bobby,” he said 
as his body bucked and come painted Robert’s leg and fist. 
JD clutched at him, panting, his head burrowed against his 
neck. 


Robert held him as tight as he could. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Fifteen years, huh,” said JD later, sponging himself off at 
the bathroom sink. Robert sat on the toilet, putting on a pair 
of socks. 


“I think | know what kept us together,” said JD. 


“Yeah?” 


“The amazing sex.” 


“Sure,” said Robert. “That was never a problem. Well, you 
know there were the occasional dry spells.” 
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“Really?” 

“Sure. Work pressure. Christ, the whole scandal.” 
“Scandal? There was a scandal?” 

“You know, Rampart. That whole thing.” 

“No, Robert, | do not know. | don’t remember.” 


“Huh,” said Robert. “Well, it’s not important, | guess. And 
then, when you got absorbed in this last book.” 


“My book?” 

“Yeah, you were working on it when...when we...” 

“Oh.” 

“I brought it with me. It’s in your office. It’s all those boxes.” 
“There’s over twenty boxes in there, Robert.” 

“Yeah, you research pretty thoroughly.” 


“Thanks.” JD came up behind him. Warm, damp arms 
encircled Robert’s chest. “So are we officially back 
together?” 


“This is such a bad idea, Jay. When you remember 
everything, you'll accuse me.” 


“No. | swear. You want to draw up some papers? Call a 
notary?” 


Robert chuckled. “l'Il take your word for it. Based on 
previous good faith.” 


“Did we have that, Bobby? Did we have good faith?” 


“I believed in you,” said Robert. He turned in JD’s arms, 
looked into those beautiful eyes. “I love you, Jay. Never 
stopped.” His throat closed and he had to close his eyes. 
Felt the warmth of JD’s arms around him, his mouth on his 
hair. 


“Love you, too,” said JD. 

God, he could get used to hearing that. 
“So, will you help me up to our bed?” 
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Chapter Twelve 


Robert woke to the smell of cinnamon, and the sound of an 
automatic typewriter. 


Clickety clickety click click click. He had a full minute of 
panic when he realized that JD had braved the stairs on his 
own again. But he mastered that, and padded down the 
Stairs in his old robe and slippers. JD wasn’t in the kitchen. 
There was a fresh pot of coffee, however. 


And a note. 


Breakfast in the nuker. 20 seconds. JD writing. Interrupt at 
your peril. 


Clickety clickety clickety...bing. Robert positively tingled at 
the familiarity of it. 


Popped the plate of pancakes into the microwave and 
watched them spin, feeling the happiness like champagne 
bubbles all over his body. He ate breakfast, cleaned the 
dishes. 


Went upstairs and showered and dressed. Came back 
downstairs. 


Click clickety click. Long pause. Clickety clickety clickety 
clickety. It was a sound more comforting and homey to 
Robert than a log fire on a winter evening. He called in to 
the office. Rifled through his briefcase and became 
absorbed in case files. Took a break to lug out the trash. 


Click. Click. Click. Long pause. Long, long, long pause. 
Robert tippy-toed past the office doors and picked up the 


mail from where it had landed under the mail slot. Turned 
around. JD’s feet stood in his way. 


“Hey,” Robert said. 
“Grrr,” said JD, but he was smiling. 
“Blocked?” 


JD flinched back dramatically, hopping on his good leg, and 
holding up his fingers in a cross. “Back, demon!” he said. “I 
wondered if | could get a big strong man to help me move 
around some boxes.” 
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Robert followed him back into the room and shook his head 
at the mess JD had made. 


He picked up the first stack of papers and his eye was 
caught by a word on the top one. 


“What are these?” 


“My book is about that trial,” said JD. “As it happens. The 
cop who was dirty.” 


“Rampart,” said Robert. 


“|I remembered you said something about the scandal last 
night and then | looked through some of my notes and | had 
an idea about a different approach.” JD talked absently as 
he sat down again and picked up a pen and a sheaf of 
papers. The pen went immediately behind one ear where, 
Robert knew, it would stay until JD was done working. 


“How’s the leg?” he asked. “You need anything?” 


Lips moving silently as he perused the paper he held, JD 
shook his head. 


Feeling that contentment that came of having a happy JD 
safely at home with him, Robert swung the door closed 
softly behind him and tiptoed down to his own office. He 
called in, cancelled the nurse for the day, booted up his 
computer. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


JD hobbled down the hallway. Ka-thunk, ka-thunk, ka-thunk 
went the rubber tip of his cane. He jiggled the brass door of 
the mailbox slot. He hobbled back, ka-thunk, ka-thunk, ka- 
thunk. He tapped his fingers on the doorjamb to Robert’s 
office. He sighed. He scratched at the wood of the 
doorjamb. He went back down the hallway again, ka-thunk, 
ka-thunk. 


Writer’s block. God help them. 


“Why don’t you turn on the news,” suggested Robert, 
patiently minimizing his document on the computer and 
looking at JD as he made his next circuit by Robert’s office 
door. 


“I need to go out, Robert,” said JD. “l-I feel like I’m crazy 
here.” 


“Okay. We'll go out.” 
“Alone.” 


“You can’t,” Robert said, quick and careful. “Your leg...” 


“I’m managing okay. l'Il just walk somewhere.” 
“It’s not safe.” 


“Robert, this has to be the safest neighborhood in the world. 
l'Il bet there’s even a neighborhood watch on the 
neighborhood watch.” JD tipped his head sideways and read 
Robert’s face. Robert couldn’t imagine what his expression 
must be, but after awhile that stubborn resolve relaxed 
somewhat. “l'Il come back, Robert,” JD promised gently. 


He hobbled toward his room and Robert had to follow him. 
Watch him put on his jacket, checking the pockets for house 
keys and billfold. “Want me to pick up something at the 
liquor store?” 
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Robert shook his head numbly. “You’re going to the liquor 
store?” 


“It’s an interesting experiment, Robert. I’m going to go to 
the liquor store and not buy liquor.” 


Robert followed him the other way down the hall. Like a 
pathetic, helpless puppy, trailing his leash. He stood at the 
doorway and watched as JD turned on the walkway, leaning 
on his cane, calling up to him. “I’m only going to the corner 
and back, Robert. You can stop looking like a scene from 
Gone with the Wind.” 


Robert glowered a little at that. 


“Rhett” -- JD adjusted his weight so he could dramatically 
raise a wrist to his forehead -- “watevah shall | dooo0?” 


“Shut up,” growled Robert. He stepped back and slammed 
the door. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


So Robert sat in his office and did not think about JD 
hobbling down the block. He did not watch the digital clock 
on his desk. He did not go over to JD’s largely ignored 
computer and note what emails had and had not been 
opened. Then he finally pulled out a case file and started 
reading it. Just to keep himself from peering through the 
blinds, watching for JD’s return. 


Work was a drug and a curse to Robert. His thoughts almost 
drowned the clatter of a man with a cane trying to open his 
front door. 


“I could have managed it myself,” groused JD, lumbering 
over the threshold as Robert held open the door for him. 


He was sweating and pale and there was a smudge on one 
arm of the beige jacket that looked suspiciously like he had 
fallen on or against something. 


“Sure you could,” said Robert. 
“Don’t condescend to me, Robert.” 
“I’m not.” Robert tried to help Jay take off his jacket. 


“Don’t...” JD struggled, lost his temper and tore the jacket 
off inside out then hurled it to the floor. “Fuck it.” 


Robert leaned over to pick it up and JD yelled. “Don’t! Don’t 
fucking pick up after me! | am not a fucking child! Christ!” 
He struggled up the stairway, cast thwacking the stairs with 
each step. “Should just get my fucking stuff and go.” 


“No, Jay, don’t leave. l-l promise to back off. | won’t even 
talk, okay? Just don’t go off mad like that again.” 


Jay stopped on the stairs. Wobbled. “Go off mad?” he said. 
“I’m sorry,” said Robert immediately. 
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JD sat down on the step, his leg sticking out awkwardly. He 
washed his hands with his face. “What did | just say?” 


Robert was torn between anger and pain. He shook his 
head, inarticulate. 


“Robert, listen to me. | didn’t mean that just now.” JD tried 
to stand and Robert was up the staircase immediately to 
help him. There was a strange little dance while each man 
tried to fight his own impulses. Robert to assist, JD to resist 
that assistance. The result was a kind of man landslide that 
ended with them both sitting on the stairs, against the wall, 
holding each other. 


“I’m an asshole,” said JD. 


Robert held JD in his arms and laughed into Jay’s hair. “l 
know,” he gasped. “It’s your best feature.” 


JD’s mouth found his, the kiss a little toothy as he chuckled. 
“This is going to be a lot of work, barrister.” 


Robert rose carefully, bracing against the wall so he could 
help JD stand. “What is?” 


“Making this relationship work.” JD was hanging onto the 
railing, so Robert couldn’t see his face. But then, thank 


Christ, JD couldn’t see the expression on Robert’s, either. 
“Help me back into my office, Robert, will you?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“It’s getting late, JD. Maybe you should lay off.” Robert’s 
gaze swept the tumult that JD 


had made of the room. “Peter can come tomorrow and help 
you with some of this.” 


“No, this is good for me, Robert. It’s helping me to go 
through the notes. Helping me remember Neruda and his 
family. | think he was helping me with the book, Robert.” 


Foreboding filled Robert’s belly. “Remembering Neruda?” 


“Yes, Robert, | remember him,” JD’s blue-black eyes met 
Robert’s. “So do you.” 


“| do?” Robert’s stomach did a tight little fist inside of him. 


JD’s face was stern. “You should have said something, 
Bobbo.” 


“I should have?” asked Robert, miserably. 


“Pablo Neruda. Robert, he was the guy, wasn’t he? The guy 
that we split up over?” 


One Year Previously 


He’d made it home early for once. JD had called him at 
work, adamant. Robert must come home soon. Immediately, 
even. JD had something very important to show him. 
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Things had been rockier than usual. A frigid silence 
permeating the house, JD sleeping in his office. Ostensibly 
writing, but Robert knew JD 


used his work as a refuge as much as Robert did. The phone 
call had been a huge relief to him. He expected one of JD’s 
grand feasts, maybe a little fight, but make-up sex. 


Robert trotted up the stairs to his house anticipating make- 
up Sex. 


The entire house smelled like chicken mole. Robert tossed 
his briefcase on the stairs and strode down the hall. “Jay! 
Rosie’s gonna have my balls on a platter for leaving her with 
a Stack of...” he stopped in JD’s doorway and stared at the 
bed. 


Young, slim, bare-chested, the boy rolled over and looked up 
at Robert with big chocolate-colored eyes. He looked scared. 


“Bobby,” called JD, coming down the stairs at a run. Robert 
could see it in his step, in his slightly crooked smile, that JD 
was pretty drunk. He stopped. “Oh, you already met...” 


“You brought him here?” 
JD’s eyebrows went up in the air. 


The boy was climbing out of the bed. Long, slender, bare 
legs. 


“You brought your filthy piece of ass into our home?” 


“Robert, you are completely out of line,” said JD. “This is...” 


“Get out!” screamed Robert at the boy, who was already 
Skittering around the room, gathering clothes and shoes as 
fast as he could move. 


“No. Robert, no, you have no right.” 
“I have no right? Goddamn you, you slut.” 


The boy was dressed and would have been out of the house 
except JD was holding his arm. “Wait,” he said. “Poco, you 
can’t go out there.” 


“Get him out of here before | fucking kill him!” yelled 
Robert, hitting the wall. 


JD grabbed his jacket, and he and the kid both left. The mole 
was burning. Robert went in and turned off the oven. Then 
he grabbed up his car keys and went back to work. 


* OK OK OK OX 


JD was sitting in the dining room waiting for him when he 
finally came home. Robert had had time to think, and he 
was pretty sure that he’d really fucked up, but the full 
impact didn’t come to him until he saw the packed suitcases 
sitting around JD’s feet. 
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Robert just stood there in the dining room doorway. Later, 
he’d think how ironic it was that words had ruined his 
relationship with JD, but at the end, he really could find 
nothing to say. 


JD just looked at him. “That was a student of mine,” he said. 


Robert felt an apology was so inadequate as to be insulting. 


“There’s trouble at home. | told him he could stay here. 
Where he wouldn’t have to deal with violent crazy people. 
What was | thinking?” 


JD stood and picked up his suitcase. “My cab just drove up.” 
“Wait,” said Robert. 
“Goodbye, Robert.” 
JD was watching him carefully. “I wasn’t dating him, Robert.” 


Dating? Robert had to steer his mind away from the images 
that were popping in there like kernels of corn. 


Robert swallowed. “You said...you said he was a just a 
friend. | understand, Jay.” 


“He was, Robert. Stop looking like that. Come on, lover, 
don’t lose it here.” JD caught Robert’s face between his 
hands and forced him to look at him. 


“| didn’t sleep with him, Robert. He was just a friend.” 
Robert looked into his eyes. “Really?” 


JD held Robert’s face, thumbs stroking his chin, the stubble 
there was thick as Sandpaper, gray in more than half the 
temple hair. “Breathe, lover.” 


Robert breathed, felt JD’s hands on his face. Those eyes full 
of concern, watching him. 


“Do you remember why you were at the Arena?” he asked. 


JD shook his head, frowning. “I went there a lot,” he said. He 
probably saw all the conflict working across his lover’s face. 
“Robert, breathe. Alcoholics spend a lot of time at bars.” 


It was the first time Robert had ever heard JD refer to 
himself as an alcoholic. He breathed. 


Now the concern in JD’s eyes had turned to a twinkle. “I 
practiced my salsa, though,” 


he said. “You remember?” 

Robert managed a smile. He remembered. 
“Not like that.” 

“Ow. Fuck, Bobby, it’s lot harder backward. 
a 

“All you have to do is follow.” 
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And then JD had spun him about. Big hands grabbing 
Robert’s hips, a long hard cock right up against his butt. 
“Follow this, mister.” 


Robert shivered, leaned his head back. JD’s cheek against 
his, feet s ill following th t 


e 


rhythm. “I think | should lead, Bobby.” 


Their feet moved perfectly together, JD’s hips doing a little 
twist and shove that Rober 


S 
t’s whole body re ponded to immediately. 
“You know you want me to...” JD’s voice a growl in his ear. 


Warmth was rising from Robert’s feet straight to his face. 
The body parts warmed by the rising blood tingled and 
throbbed. JD’s grin was positively lewd now. 


They almost fell off the sofa when JD landed on him. 


Teeth on his neck. The cane banging as it hit the floor, JD’s 
teeth traveling slowly downward, nipping at skin through 
Robert’s T-shirt, some awkward movements, of which Robert 
was only vaguely aware, as JD’s head traveled down his 
torso and nuzzled at his crotch. 


Something slammed somewhere and Robert figured another 
folder had hit the floor. 


Man, his living room was a catastrophe of the things. 


Cool air blew down the hallway and tiny goose pimples rose 
all over Robert’s thighs, as JD’s mouth chased them, his 
longish curls tickling the skin of his dick which pressed into 
JD’s cheek. A snap and then a rubber on Robert’s cock. 


“Where'd you get that?” he asked, grabbing hold of the 
coffee table with one hand, JD’s head with the other. 


A randy chuckle and then suction. Robert tossed his head 
back onto the couch so hard his teeth rattled. 


JD’s growl around Robert’s cock, his throat closing over the 
tip again and again. Robert gasped and started falling off 
the couch. JD caught him and held him, crawling back up his 
body, his hand following and keeping Robert hard while JD 
kissed him. 


“Wish | had a camera,” JD said against Robert’s lips when 
they stopped to breathe. 


“Wish you could see the way you look when you come.” And 
he crawled down Robert’s body again, holding his leg so 
Robert couldn’t kick at him, tongue fluttering and licking 
and teasing. 


It seemed time slowed and grayed, and Robert felt his 
orgasm slowly cresting. JD knew how to make Robert come 
so slowly; sometimes he almost blacked out before he 
finally spent. He seemed determined to do that now. Bring 
Robert to the crest and then back off. 


Teasing the inside of his thighs and then licking a swath up 
his cock. Circling the head, almost piercing the slit with his 
tongue and then gone again, nibbling at Robert’s belly. 


Robert tossed and begged incoherently, and somewhere in 
the miasma, he heard footsteps. 
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“Oh,” said a man’s voice, and JD yelped and jumped and 
covered Robert with his hands. 


“Jorge,” said Robert, blinking at the familiar face. 


Jorge stood in the doorway, keys in hand, seemingly frozen. 
“Oh.” 


JD, of course, was mortified. He struggled to his feet, the 
cast thunking as he clambered awkwardly up, clutching his 
trousers over his exposed penis, turning away from Jorge’s 
gaze. 


Robert was less modest and less worried about Jorge. The 
man hadn’t seen him in worse positions than this, granted. 
Half naked and legs open on a couch. But they’d known 
each other a long time and Robert was a fairly immodest 
man. Jorge had seen him naked enough. 


In deference to JD’s sensibilities, though, he rolled, keeping 
his privates covered, and grabbed the throw blanket that JD 
had tossed him. 


Jorge merely turned away from them and walked toward the 
kitchen. 


“Sorry about that, amigo,” said Robert brusquely, catching 
up to him there. He clapped the man on the shoulder, 
grinning. “We are both men, though, Jorge, you know how it 
is?” 


“Of course, Mr. Lemos,” said Jorge. “Will you still need a ride 
to the office?” 


“Oh, fuck. I am so sorry, Jorge. | forgot to call you. I’m 
staying home today.” 


Jorge looked a little put out. He gathered up the keys anda 
magazine he’d brought with him. 


“I’m sorry, Jorge,” said Robert again. “Of course, l'Il pay you 
for your trouble.” He stopped. Jorge and he had never been 


about the money. It was almost insulting for him to speak as 
if they were. “Why don’t you stay? Spend some time with 
us?” 


“That is very kind of you, Mr. Lemos,” said Jorge. 


JD came hobbling through the kitchen doorway. “Hey, sorry 
for the eyeful. Umm, you should be careful walking around 
the coffee table. | mopped up, but the floor’s still wet....” 


His face was pink. Jorge barely glanced at him. 
“I'll just go home, Mr. Lemos,” he said. 


Roberto walked him to the door, still apologizing. There was 
something about the way Jorge was holding himself, despite 
the sweet smile, that made him feel guilty. 


“Won't you stay, Jorge? Mr. Ryan promised to cook 
something special tonight.” 


Jorge slid on his jacket and carefully fit the teeth of the 
zipper together. Head down, silky black hair catching blue 
highlights from the streetlights. “You are eating at home 
again, Mr. Lemos. That is good for you. | am glad.” 


“Sí. Things are good again, Jorge,” said Robert. He puta 
hand on Jorge’s back. “| owe you so much, old friend.” 


Jorge gave him a little smile and shut the door behind 
himself. 


Robert sauntered back in to find JD curled up on the sofa 
with a book. 
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“What are you reading?” He laughed when JD held up the 
cover for him to see. “Do you remember any of it?” 


“Some,” said JD, a bemused expression on his face. “Was | 
really this... flagrant?” 


“No, mi nagala, you were as shy as a young boy.” And 
Robert sat next to JD on the sofa, let himself encircle the 
man’s waist with one arm, let himself bury his head in JD’s 
hair and inhale. JD still smelled like sex. And maple syrup. 
Yum. 


“That sounds weirdly erotic,” said JD, shivering when 
Robert’s lips found his ear. He set the book down and leaned 
his head back on Robert’s shoulder, looking into his eyes. 


Robert let his hand drift from JD’s shoulder to his wrist, 
tracing the long muscle there. 


“I’m never going to get any work done, am |?” 


JD’s smiled grimly. “Actually, I’m afraid you are. I’m really 
worn out, Robert. Would you help me upstairs? | think | 
actually need a nap.” 


JD muttered and whined all the way up the stairs about how 
aged he had become, but he was asleep within moments of 
his head hitting the pillow. 


With the enormous satisfaction of possession, Robert leaned 
over and kissed the soft curls at JD’s temples. “Sleep, mi 
amor,” he said. 
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Chapter Thirteen 


With JD safely asleep upstairs, Robert went back to work. He 
was in one of those timeless voids he entered when a 
shadow fell across his paperwork and he looked up to see 
Gabe Lara’s huge silhouette outlined in the office doorway. 


Robert leaned back in his chair, scratching his stomach and 
tilting his head to try to bring the large man into focus. 
“Chato?” 


“Mosca, we have to talk,” said Gabe, voice low. “Where’s 
JD?” 


Robert rubbed at his eyes. “Asleep.” It occurred to him that 
he had on only his boxers and that the reason that his 
stomach itched was it had dried semen on it. “Let me dress, 
Gabe. 1...” 


“No, Mosca.” And Gabe was across the room and propelling 
Robert by the elbow down the hallway. “What is that?” said 
Gabe, pointing at a large, beaten-looking brown cardboard 

box in the corner by the front door. He held Robert’s elbow 

so tightly it actually hurt. 


“Chato? | don’t know what that is. A box?” 


“Mierda!” hissed Gabe vehemently. “Fuck. Robert, this is the 
box | found in the back of your...in the back of JD’s car. It 
has your papers in it.” 


“It does?” Robert didn’t have his glasses and was so 
farsighted he could barely read the label on the outside of 
the box. But he recognized the style and large shield of his 


legal office’s document classification labels. “Gabe, those 
are from the law office. Why would JD 


have them?” 


“Exacto, Mosca. Fuck, man, look at them. These are files 
from the Rampart investigation. | don’t know where the fuck 
they’ve been, but Lieutenants Turner and Crandall are 
looking for papers because JD thinks the perp was after 
some fucking papers. 


And then | find this box in JD’s car and it’s got LAPD officers 
names all over it! What the hell was that pendejo puta up 
to, Robert? What kind of fucked up mess?” 
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Robert scrubbed at the top of his head. Comprehension 
dawning. “I’d better wake JD,” 


he said. 


“No!” Gabe grabbed his arm again. “No, Roberto. Shit. 
Listen to me. What was that pendejo marcena doing with 
these?” 


“I don’t know, Gabe,” said Robert carefully. “That is why | 
want to wake him.” 


“Men might kill for these papers, Roberto. Do you hear what 
l'm saying?” 


Robert looked at the box, brow wrinkling. JD had been 
almost killed. Pablo Neruda was dead. “Si,” he said. 


“And | find them in his car.” Gabe’s fingers were in his 
sparse hair, as if he would rip it out. “Robert, this looks very 
bad.” 


“It does?” Robert rubbed his cheek and thought about it 
from the point of view of a lawyer. “Oh,” he said. “Crap.” 


Gabe leaned over, his voice hushed, but urgent. “We need 
to decide what to do about this, Roberto,” he said ina 
hissing whisper. “Right now.” 


Robert rubbed his head and frowned down at the box. “We 
should tell the detectives.” 


“No,” said Gabe. “That isn’t necessary.” 


Robert looked up at him. In a world full of rich white men all 
trying to screw a few more pennies from the minority poor, 
ambitious liberals using those poor as platforms from which 
to launch their own careers, and a legal system skewed to 
protect both groups, Robert had grown to trust few men. 
Gabe was one of those men. 


Gabe would make this right. He always did. 


“Stop.” Gabe’s hand on Robert’s. Took the phone from him 
and placed i gently back it 


n 


the cradle. It was so quiet Robert could hear the tick of his 
grandfather’s clock on the mantel, his mother’s weeping. 
The house still and heavy with grief. 


“| know who did it, Chato,” sa 


r 


id Robe 
S 


t. Hi mouth felt sticky inside. Hot and full of blood. He didn’t 
know if it was from crying or from rage. “I want the cops to 
nail that bastard.” Antony lay in the morgue. Twenty years 
old and cold. Big ugly coroner's stitches across his body. At 
fift 


r 


een years old, Robe t had had to ID his brother's body, as 
his mother was incapable. It was a sight that would never 
leave him. 


“The cops won't do nothin’, Mosca.” 
i 


Robe t looked up at Gabe. Taller, stronger, older. With a 
mantle of authority he’d always wo 


r 


rn, even in g ade school. Now his friend guided him to a 
chair, let Robert cling to him and whispered near his ear. “lIl 
make sure the right thing is done, mi hermione. | promise 
you.” 
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“Gabe, don’ be stupid.” Robe 


t 


rt had seen Gabe in a temper and wa n 
s 't sure what his 


friend might be capable of. “If they put you in prison, who 
will we...?” Who would take care of him and his mother? 


“Don’t talk about prison. No one will go to prison. The right 
thing, Mosca. What the cops would do if they were men of 
honor and not mierde whites.” 


“Okay.” said Robert. 
Robert gazed at Gabe. “Okay,” he said. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Gabe is here,” said Robert when he came up to help JD 
down the stairs. 


“I'll put on a robe,” said JD. “Is everything all right?” 


Robert growled something to himself and assumed their 
now practiced position, one big arm under JD’s shoulders, 
the other hand pressed to his chest. “You ready?” 


They worked their way down the stairs and JD hobbled 
ahead of Robert into the kitchen. 


“Hi.” JD gave a short nod, quickly looking away. 
Gabe greeted him similarly. 


Robert sighed and went to the refrigerator, bringing out 
orange juice and milk and coffee. There was a long sticky 
silence while Robert made the coffee. He’d be damned if 
he’d intervene between Gabe and JD. If they wanted to be 
assholes for fifteen years, that was their problem. 


“You want eggs, Robert?” asked JD, rising again from his 
seat. 


Robert glanced at Gabe. “If you’ll make breakfast, JD, I’d 
appreciate it.” 


An even longer, more laden silence ensued until finally Gabe 
stood and grabbed up his keys. “I'll talk to you later,” he 
said to Robert. 


“Have a lovely day,” Robert heard JD mutter to himself at 
the stove. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“So, what’s the big secret?” asked JD when Robert came 
back into the kitchen. 


“What? What are you talking about, Jay?” 


JD rolled his eyes, beating eggs ferociously. Robert collapsed 
onto a stool and tried to ignore JD furiously whisking away 
over there. 


He held out for about five long minutes. Then he slapped 
both palms on the counter. 


“Don’t tell Gabe | told you,” he said. 


“Not likely,” said JD, still whisking, “Seeing as Detective Lara 
and | don’t speak.” 
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Robert washed his face with his hand. “There’s a box of 
papers in my office that supposedly were in your car when 


you and Neruda...” 


JD’s hand stopped midwhisk, and he stared. “What?” Robert 
jumped up and took the bowl from his lover’s hands before 

he dropped it on the floor. He set it on the counter and took 
a step toward JD, who immediately backed away. 


“Listen to me,” said Robert. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Bill had been jerked from sleep by another homicide call. 
The streetlights still glowed feebly against the early morning 
gray as he drove to the stationhouse. 


This one was a slam dunk, though. Smoking gun, as they 
said. 


Bill and Kate watched the detectives assigned to the case 

leading away the suspect, who was hysterically confessing 
as she went. Their faces wore identical expressions of sad 

envy. 


Kate’s phone rang and she answered it. She looked at Bill. 
“Where?” she asked, snapping her fingers at her partner, 
who immediately produced a blue notebook. Kate scribbled 
something. “We’ll be there in twenty minutes,” she told the 
caller and disconnected. 


“That was Abi,” said Kate. He wants us to meet him.” 
x kx OK OK XK 
“This could be a complete waste of time,” warned Kate, she 


pulled her car up next to an empty lot and threw it into park. 
“Abi’s delusional on a good day.” 


There were old oak trees and eucalyptus hanging over the 
sidewalk they walked along. 


The yards were clean and many of the homes seemed to be 
going through a refurbishing process, new windows in old 
frames, new primer over carefully scraped siding. 


Abi was sitting in a bright yellow Adirondack chair on the 
porch of an old craftsman-styled house with a porch on 
blocks and a FOR SALE sign in the yard. 


Kate stopped in front of him and tilted her head, looking 
around. “You move to Silverlake recently, Abi?” 


“This is my friend’s house,” he said. He sucked on a 
cigarette like it was a straw and spoke around the smoke. 
“He doesn’t care if | meet you here.” 


Bill and Kate positioned themselves with their backs to the 
house and both looked down at the shaking junkie. 


“Abi,” said Kate tiredly, “Let us drive you to the ER.” 


“No,” said Abi immediately. He sucked harder on his 
cigarette. The cherry tip hissed and devoured the cigarette 
down to the filter. “I’m clean, Officer Kate.” 
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“I can see that,” said Kate. “What did you call about, Abi?” 


“I need protection,” said Abi, big eyes rolling. “Somebody’s 
trying to kill me.” 


Kate sighed. “Who is trying to kill you, now, Abi?” 


“That cop.” Abi’s eyes swung up and down the wide quiet 
street. “He’s been following me.” 


“Which cop?” 


“That big, fat cop that was following Pablo,” said Abi. “I told 
you. He killed Pablo and now he’s gonna kill me.” 


“Can you describe him?” asked Bill, pulling out his note pad. 


Abi’s shaking fingers dug through his empty cigarette pack 
and Bill offered him a smoke. When it was clear that Abi 
couldn't take it out himself, Bill drew out and lit the thing for 
him, then passed it over. 


Abi sucked hard and smoke trailed from his nostrils. The 
pretty, long, blue-black hair parted though his fingers as he 
pushed it out of his face over and over. “He said he’d kill 
me,” 


Kate grumbled, “Abi, Hewitt is gone.” 


“No, no, no.” Abi’s fingers flicked through the air, as if to 
shoo away his thoughts. “Not Hewitt. Maybe he works for 
Hewitt. That...that Lara.” 


Bill hands dropped and he and Kate just stared at Abi. 


“Abi, Detective Lara is investigating Pablo’s murder, you 
know,” said Kate, as if trying to think it through herself. “He 
probably thinks you know somebody who might have done 
him.” 


“He said, ‘Mind your own business,’” said Abi, hands 
vibrating so hard he could barely get the cigarette to his 
lips. 


Bill could see that Kate didn’t want to dismiss this utterly, 
but she’d followed wild hares so often with Abi that she 
didn’t want to be made a fool of again. “What were you 
doing that made him say that?” 


“I was only sleeping.” whined Abi, cowering as if the man 
who threatened him stood over him there on the porch. “l 
said ‘this is my friend’s car,’ and he” -- Abi drew on the 
cigarette, as if it soothed him -- “he told me to fuck off, and | 
ran.” 


“Your friend’s car?” said Bill. “Abi, what does your friend’s 
car look like?” 


Abi drew hard on his cigarette. 
“Abi, was the car a green compact?” 


Kate shot Bill a warning look. Feeding information to a 
possibly hallucinating, paranoid, drug-addicted witness was 
probably unwise. 


“Abi, if you break into cars, of course the police are going to 
shout at you. You’re lucky he didn’t arrest you.” Kate looked 
worried. Really worried. Like, shit-there-goes-my-pension 
worried. 
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Abi mumbled and smoked. “...only sleeping...” Bill heard 
him say. 


Kate pursed her lips. “Abi, don’t lie to me,” she said. 


Abi whined incoherently. “Hewitt...” he said. “He said he’d 
kill us...” 


Kate, Bill knew, was part of the new breed of LAPD. Female, 
for one. Women hadn't really fit into the old mold. Well 
educated, for another. She had a masters in criminal 
science. She dressed like a professional and did her job by 
the book. It was easy to forget she’d spent ten years ona 
beat. So when she grabbed Abi by one arm and slammed 
him against the peeling siding of the house, Bill jumped a 
little bit. 


“Abi, | Know you're lying,” she said, her bared teeth inches 
from the junkie’s terrified face. “I could take you in right 
now. Lock you up for twenty-four hours. Give you some time 
to think...” 


“No...” said Abi, wet black eyes rolling. Bill imagined twenty- 
four hours would be long enough to make the junkie really 
start to hurt. 


“Let it out on the streets that you’d given up names 
again...” 


Abi’s fingers closed around Kate’s viselike fist where it held 
his shoulder against the wall. He was shaking all over. 
“Please, Officer Kate, I...what do you want?” 


“What happened to Pablo, Abi?” 


Abi shook and whined, eyes rolling as if searching for 
rescue. Bill lit a cigarette and watched. 


“Somebody shot him,” said Abi. “I don’t know who.” 


“Was Pablo dealing drugs, Abi?” 


“I don’t know,” whined the junkie. 
“Did you give Pablo drugs?” 
Now, Abi looked offended. “Why would | do that?” 


Kate gave Abi another slam against the house. The man was 
as limp as a rag doll and his teeth clacked with the impact. 
“N-No, Officer. No, Pablo was clean. His white man, maybe 
he was dealing drugs.” 


Kate made a disgusted noise and released Abi with another 
little shove. 


“Abi, come on, let us take you home. You can sleep in your 
own bed and nobody will bother you or wake you yelling.” 


The man allowed Kate to push him down the stairs. He got 
into her car and out again at his uncle’s house, even turning 
at the door and waving goodbye like a young boy. 


They drove in silence for a while. Then Kate groaned. “I 
can’t, Turner. | just can’t take an addict’s word over a 
precinct detective’s.” 


“Of course not,” said Bill, tapping at the armrest double- 
time. “We’re gonna find Abishake’s prints all over that car, 
of course.” 
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“Are we? Are you saying that Lara found Abi sleeping in our 
vic’s car, and just forgot to mention that little fact to 
anyone?” 


Bill chewed his lip. 


M 


e’re going back to the station and running prints against 
him.” 


“Sure we are.” 


“And when we don’t find anything, Turner, I’m going to call 
my mother and go over the wedding guest list with her.” 


“Sounds good,” said Bill. 


Kate thwacked the steering wheel hard with her palm. 
“Fucking Goddamn it.” 


Bill wholeheartedly agreed. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


“That’s the box.” JD was on his knees, practically embracing 
the thing. “I can’t tell you how worried I’ve been about this 
and | don’t even know what’s inside of it.” 


They dragged it into the living room, with JD’s other boxes, 
and tore it open. It was neatly stacked with manila 
envelopes, each one sealed with the law office’s seal. 


JD slowly lifted the top one out. Turned it over in his hands. 
Looked at Robert. “Wow,” 


he said. “What was | doing with these?” 


“Mierde,” said Robert to himself. “I don’t know how you got 
these, JD. No...” Robert put a finger to JD’s lips. “Don’t tell 
me.” 


JD’s eyes held his, and his lips moved into a rueful smile 
under Robert’s fingers. 


“Couldn't if | wanted to, Bobbo. | don’t remember.” He 
crouched down next to the box. 


“What is your book about, exactly, JD?” 


“Mmmm, the Christopher Commission mostly.” JD was 
frowning as he drew out envelopes and studied their labels. 
“It’s a history that begins with the trial.” 


“Perez’s trial?” 


“Yeah, the bad cop. It follows the commission as they try to 
unravel the...fuck, Robert. 


This one has Gabe’s name on it.” 


Their gazes rose simultaneously and locked. “This is what 
they were after, Robert,” said JD. “This is why Neruda was 
shot.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


They’d been at it for hours. JD stood in the middle of the 
living room, which now resembled a bank after a surprise 
IRS audit. Stacks of papers littered every surface. JD’s 
researching style was random and intuitive, and he was 
hobbled by his inability to remember all the details he’d 
been working on. 
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He rummaged now through one of the other boxes Robert 
and Jorge had carted over from the apartment. “I had 
almost all of your notes from the trial in some box or other.” 
JD 


rose and hobbled over to another box, tearing the brittle 
tape loose easily. 


“Christ.” JD lifted wrinkled sheets from the box. “This is 
insane. There are depos here from so many people.” 


“Do | get to tell you about the wonders of digital technology 
again, JD?” 


“Shut up, Robert. | could never work with one of those big 
electric faces staring at me.” 


Robert raised his head, glasses at the end of his nose, and 
stared across the room at JD. 


“The monitor?” 
JD shivered. “Creepy.” 


Robert chuckled and went back to reading the papers in his 
hands. “I never met some of these guys.” Robert’s whole 
face glowed vivid with excitement. “Where did you get 
these?” 


JD shook his head. “I don’t remember.” 


“This stuff is incredible, JD. | mean...” Robert shook his head 
and waved at the small stack he’d been compiling. “We 
never did get to the bottom of Rampart. The whole thing 
evaporated on us, like Shangri-La. There was so much talk 
about a cover-up. | think we were all afraid to believe it. | 
don’t know if it was because we wanted it to be true, or 
because we were afraid that it was true.” 


JD mumbled to himself, his fingers absently working his hair 
into points. 


Robert set down what he himself was reading and looked 
across at him. “You told me back then that you thought all 
of Rampart was dirty. | said you were a paranoid Irishman.” 


“Well, | am a paranoid Irishman,” said JD, frowning and 
jotting notes in a margin. He looked up at Robert. “The 
police were such a problem, for so long. C’mon Robert, how 
many times have we seen men beat up? Heard of 
harassment? It’s a natural assumption.” 


“I thought you were just trying to imply that | was less than 
ethical. Because they were friends of mine.” 


“I know, Bobby. | know you thought that. When I was at the 
hospital, | remembered this conversation we had one night. 
| didn’t know what it meant at the time.” 


“JD, | don’t want a gun in the house.” 


JD looked like a bad movie about the IRA. He sat at the 
kitchen table, bullets in boxes on the table, gun oil and 
cleaning tools spread around them. A cigarette hung from 
his mouth as he cleaned the barrel of a mean-looking little 
forty-five caliber handgun. “We need protection, Roberto,” 
he said, ash falling from the cigarette as he spoke. 


184 
A. M. Riley 


“From who, JD?” Robert crossed the room, checked the level 
of the whiskey bottle near JD’s elbow. It was almost empty. 
JD slid the chamber closed and checked the sighting. Robert 
held out his hand. “Give me the gun, JD.’ 


“Mmmm, not sure | trust you anymore, Robert. Maybe 
you're in league with them.” 


Christ. “Giv 
z 


e me the gun.” Robe t was able to snatch it away due 
mostly to JD’s inebriation. 


“Watched the news. Which is, of course, the only place | 
ever ge t any information 


” 


these days, said JD, pouring the remains of the whiskey into 
a glass. He downed it in one swallow. “Like you don’t trust 
me,” 


“JD this trial is so sensitive.” 


“Afraid l'Il blab to the press.” JD rolled the empty shot glass 
on the table. “Maybe somebody should.” 


“JD, I’m sorry | was insensitive back then. | was so worried.” 


“I know, Bobby. | think | just felt left out. And you were 
always at work.” JD frowned at a box that had not, as yet, 
been opened. “That pissed me off inordinately back then.” 


“Doesn't it still?” Robert slid his glasses down his nose and 
frowned at the deposition that had Gabe’s name on it. “JD, 
were you seriously investigating my best friend?” 


JD shook his head. “I don’t remember.” 


Robert quickly perused the document. “You always hated 
him.” 


“I hated him? Robert, that is not fair and you know it. He’s 
never given me a chance.” 


Robert mumbled something to himself. He’d been having 
this conversation with both Gabe and JD for over fifteen 
years. 


“But, Christ, Bobby, if the whole division was dirty...” 
“Not Gabe,” said Robert. Stubborn. Intractable. 


“Why didn’t he want you to tell me he’d found these 
documents, then?” 


“He just wants time to get his boys on the street rattling 
cages before this gets out. The bad guys find out about this, 
everybody’ll be yelling police corruption again and we'll 
never get the guy who hurt you.” 


“What a plausible explanation,” drawled JD sarcastically. 
“It is.” Robert pushed his glasses up on his nose again. 


His hair stuck out on top where the glasses had been sitting, 
and JD sighed and shook his head, gazing at him with a 
bemused affection. “Maybe I’m just jealous. You fucking 
worship the guy.” 


“Gabe’s my best friend,” said Robert, shrugging. “The only 
thing | worship is your tight little ass.” 
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That rendered JD speechless for a rare moment. 


“Wait,” said Robert, slapping down what he held and sorting 
through another pile at his elbow. “Aha, you bastard, you 
lied,” he said to whomever the mysterious interviewee had 
been. 


JD grinned. “You’ve got the scent of blood, barrister. | can 
see it from across the room. 


It’s a little scary.” 


Robert didn’t seem to hear him. “I wish | could remember if | 
made copies during the grand jury hearing,” he said, busily 
scribbling notes on his yellow legal pad. “I could use them 
now.” 


“I think | saw something over here,” said JD. 


All the boxes looked the same. Robert would be beating 
himself up about it later, but the truth was he’d have had no 
way of knowing what was in them. No way of stopping JD. 


Of protecting him. 


A strange, strangled noise alerted him. JD was sitting with a 
worn, old, wrinkled envelope in one hand, its contents in the 
other. His face gradually going scarlet and then white. 


Robert was across the floor in seconds. He’d know that 
fucking envelope anywhere. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


August 2000 


“ROBERT!” Ah, yes, early Sunday morning, and there was 
the bellow of the hungover Irishman. Robert toweled himself 
off quickly and padded, with still damp feet, across their 
bedroom floor. 


“Si, mi amor!” he sang down the staircase. 


Rumpled and grizzled, hair sticking out in all directions, 
hands balled in fists on bony hips, thin gray sweatpants 


bulging over JD’s package and pooling on the sexiest feet in 
Southern California. 


Robert whistled. 


JD glared up at him, eyes red and bloodshot, but they 
climbed up and down Robert’s torso hungrily, and a smile 
twitched at his lip. 


“What the fuck is that noise, Bobby?” he whined. 


Robert listened. Lawnmowers, radios, ah. “That’s your cell 
phone, baby. You set a different ring tone for everybody last 
night.” 


“My cell phone?” JD scrubbed at his already-wild hair. He 
looked around the hallway. “Aw, fuck, that’s my mother’s 
ring.” And he went leaping down the hallway to fetch the 
phone from the kitchen. 
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Robert came trailing in as JD was shouting into the receiver. 
“NOI” 


and “Fuck you! NO!” Then he dropped the phone to the 
ceramic floor. 


Robert snatched it up, was surprised to see it still in one 
piece and not disconnected. 


“Hola?” 


He watched JD sinking into a chair and then sort of sliding 
from the chair to the floor. Curling slowly into a ball. 


“I see,” said Robert to the caller. “Thank you for calling. Yes. 
| understand. Yes. He will call you back.” He slid the phone 
closed and cautiously approached JD, who seemed to be 
assuming the fetal position. 


“Jay?” he whispered. 
“No,” said JD, and he bowed his head to his knees. 
Robert was afraid to even touch him. “What can | do?” 


JD had begun a small rocking motion. “I need a fucking 
drink.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Every cemetery in every country in the world has always 
looked exactly the same. Robert stood in a cemetery on the 
west coast of Ireland, behind a chair in which his grieving 
lover barely sat. 


Of course, to the family that remained, Robert was a 
“friend” who had come to help JD “with the estate.” He 
stood back with the other darkly clad men. One dark head 
amongst the blond and gray. JD and his sister and aunt sat 
in the family chairs. The aunt’s husband had died a year 
ago. The sister had joined a convent, so there were no other 
immediate family members. 


The priest droned on and JD bent over. Ashen, shaking. 
Robert hoped he was the only one who knew how deeply 
drunk JD was. How his stumbling, teary, eulogy had been 
delivered at the tail end of a quart of whiskey. How his 
seeming inability to lay his hand on the coffin without falling 
against it, was less grief and more inebriation. 


Robert thought maybe JD’s aunt had an idea. But she 
seemed a canny and closemouthed thing and kept it to 
herself. By the way she looked Robert up and down, her 
gaze traveling from him to her nephew and back, he figured 
the mother had shared some of her grief with her sister. 


Because JD’s mother had seen her son’s orientation as the 
greatest grief ever visited upon her. JD had, crumpled, torn, 
retaped, and now Amor en Retrogrado 
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stuffed in his breast pocket, the letter she had written and 
given to the solicitor to present to her son upon her death. 


Robert hoped God would forgive him someday for the evil 
thoughts he was having about the poor old woman whose 
corpse lay in the coffin before him. 


“She was sick, my love, she didn’t mean it.” 


“Shut up. Robert.” Jay was on the floor of his childhood 
bedroom, leaning against the bed, with his legs spread out 
to either side. The room was small enough that his frame 
almost filled it. Next to him there was a pint of Guinness, a 
bottle of Bushmills, and something dark and unfamiliar that 
had smelled enough like rubbing alcohol that Robert had 
confiscated it. 


“I thought you’d told her,” said Robert. 


JD’s laugh was kind of wet and a little crazy. “Oh, lover, you 
have not heard me lie like | lied to that sweet old woman.” 
And he was off again, another crying jag that would lead to 
another rage. He’d already broken a lamp and a framed 
photograph. 


Robert sat on the edge of the bed, hands clasped between 
his legs. “I never told my mother, either,” he said. 


JD reached up and attempted to pat Robert’s knee. “We will 
burn in hell together, lover.” 


“Well, there’s a consolation,” said Robert. 


JD began sinking down, curled on his side, tears sliding 
down his cheeks to the floor. “I want to die,” he said for 
about the fiftieth time that day. 


Panic spiked through Robert, as it did every time JD uttered 
these words. His lover was combative and flirtatious when 
he drank, never self-destructive. “You wouldn’t do that to 
me, Jay,” he said. “It’d kill me.” 


“Robert,” JD sobbed against the floor. “Robert, Robert, 
Robert. God, | wish I’d never met you.” 


He pushed himself to sitting and then, impossibly, managed 
to find his feet. “I need another drink,” he said. “I’m goin’ to 
the pub.” 


Robert felt angry, scared, hurt, desperate. “Don’t go, JD.” 


“Don’t go, JD. Don’t go, JD. Christ, Robert, can’t you ever say 
anything else?” JD grabbed his jacket and slammed out of 
the bedroom, his feet loud as he clattered wildly down the 
wooden stairs to the front door. 
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“No,” Robert told the empty room. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


There is no hatred as virulent and potent as self-hatred. 
After a week of JD’s aunt and more distant family, Robert 
understood more about the underside of JD’s psychological 
rock than he ever had. 


Of course, this knowledge didn’t do him much good, as JD 
was focusing most of his self-hatred on the person closest to 
him. 


“Now what are you doing, Robert?” 


Robert wasn’t doing anything. He was looking out the 
window. “It’s pretty out there,” he said. 


JD’s swollen, red eyes flicked briefly to the bright green 
landscape outside his window. It had rained for four days 
and then cleared. It was as intensely green as a Crayola 
crayon outside. “Well, of course,” 


sneered JD. “We always manage to put on a little of the 
emerald for the tourists.” He wove with the expertise of the 
practiced drunk across the parlor floor. 


“Don’t you need to be getting back, Robert?” 


Yes. He did. His cell phone had been buzzing continuously in 
his pocket since they’d arrived. “Are you ready, JD?” 


“Not me,” said JD. “I’m stayin’.” 

Robert’s heart stopped. “What?” 

“| never should have left Ireland. Never...never should have 
met you. Maybe if | had stayed here, my mother wouldn't 


have died.” 


“What are you saying, Jay? Your mother died of cancer of...” 


“She died of grief, Roberto.” JD dug the mangled and much 
read letter from his jeans pocket. He waived it in Robert’s 
face dramatically. 


“Ridiculous,” said Robert. 


JD stared at him, his eyes wide and indignant. “I fucking 
hate you, you asshole,” he said. 


JD had called him names, screamed accusations, generally 
been as articulate and precise in his insults as a talented 
writer could be. But he’d never told Robert that he hated 
him. 


“No, you don’t,” said Robert immediately, more to himself 
than to JD. 


And JD punched him. 
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The ensuing fight was ludicrous and heartbreaking, and 
ended with Robert booking a flight the next morning for 
both himself and JD. The sister was suspiciously 
encouraging and helped him convince JD that he’d have to 
go back to the States to “set his affairs in order.” Robert 
figured the woman just wanted her brother far away where 
she could pretend he didn’t exist. 


JD returned to the States with Robert, growling and 
announcing his intention, weekly, of moving back to Ireland. 
He drank incessantly and came home infrequently, and 
Robert went into his office and just stayed there for days on 
end, helpless and bewildered and scared to death. 


JD had become absorbed in a new project about that time. 
Robert had watched, on tenterhooks and praying fitfully to 
any saint he could imagine, as JD had gradually substituted 
work for drinking, and an obsession with the new book to 
talk of Ireland. 


And then Robert had come home and found Neruda sleeping 
in his lover’s bed. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“God, oh, Christ.” In the many months of grieving JD had 
gone through after his mother’s death, he had never once 
done this. Let Robert hold him while he cried. Sobbing 
against Robert’s neck, there on the dining room’s Oriental 
rug, his entire body curled to fit into Robert, clinging to him. 
Robert held him, willing the pain away. 


It took forever, with JD gulping air, his eyes and sinuses 
swollen, damp face resting limply now in the hollow of 
Robert’s neck. 


“I’m sorry, Robert,” he whispered at one point. 
“Jay,” said Robert into his hair. “Let me take you to bed.” 


JD allowed himself to be raised gently, then guided down 
the hallway. Robert helped him lie down, pulling the shoe off 
his foot and a blanket carefully up over his still clothed body. 


“I’m giving you a Vicodin,” he said to JD. “And then I’m 
taking the bottle out of the room.” 


JD had not moved at all when Robert came back in and sat 
on the bed. 


“Robert?” JD’s voice was stuffy and wet. 


“Yes, mi amor?” 


“Hold me?” 
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So Robert laid down and gathered JD up against him. It was 
like holding a bundle of rags. JD’s entire body seemed to 
Shake and quiver against him. And then it changed. His wet 
face began traveling against Robert’s neck, his hand sliding 
down and boldly grabbing Robert’s cock, working it. 


“JD,” gasped Robert. 


“Fuck me, Bobby,” moaned JD against his neck, his hips 
pushing a rock-hard erection against Robert’s leg. “I want 
you to do it now.” 


“JD, you’re full of painkillers, and you’re upset. This isn’t a 
good time.” 


JD knew how to drive Robert crazy. Knew every bump and 
wrinkle of his anatomy. 


His hands traveled now, pressing all the buttons. Robert’s 
hands found the silk of JD’s hair, his back, the soft round 
pillows of his ass. 


“Yeah,” breathed JD. “That’s yours, Bobbo. Take it.” 


Robert growled and made himself push JD away. “No. This is 
wrong, JD.” 


JD’s tear wet face twisted and went red with anger. “Fuck 
you then, get out.” 


“JD.” 
“Leave me alone, Robert. Let me... Just leave me alone.” 


Robert left the room, leaving the door just slightly ajar. He 
sat in the living room, letting the memories rise up and eat 
him, like a million hungry ants, until he couldn’t bear it 
anymore. 


He gathered up his jacket and his keys and, after peeking 
one more time in at JD to make sure he was asleep, he 
snuck out into the garage, let the car roll silently backward 
down the long driveway before starting it, and drove himself 
to work. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Kate peeled the wrapper off a candy bar. Bill watched her 
and did not comment. He could hear her teeth grinding from 
across the desk. 


The prints had been a match. Abi had been all over the 
inside of Ryan’s car. 


“Okay,” said Bill, slowly, carefully. “Let’s just set it all down 
again and see what we have.” He opened his drawer and 
began taking out blue notebook pads one at a time. 


Kate’s eyes snapped angrily. “We don’t need to, Bill. We’ve 
got an APB out on Abi. 


Give me an hour with him and we'll have a confession.” 


“You think Abi beat the crap out of two men and shot one to 
death?” 


“We don’t know what happened. Maybe Abi was rousted by 
some other cop and Lara’s boys just happened to find the 
car later.” She crumpled the candy bar wrapper and tossed 
it into the trash loud enough that it thunked when it hit. 


Bill thought. “They said they could have the DNA run by 
now, didn’t they?” 
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Kate’s grumble sounded more like a growl, chewing her 
chocolate bar like a cranky bear chewing on a lump of flesh. 
It made the hair on Bill’s arm stand up. 


“FIL just run down there and see what’s up,” she said, 
jumping up so abruptly Bill flinched. 


He tapped his pencil and opened the file on Neruda one 
more time, skimming though the reports on his brothers. 
Twirling the pencil now, like a tiny baton, he tapped his 
other finger on one name for a full minute before slapping 
the pencil down and picking up the phone. 


Kate came back to the desk as he was hanging up. She 
looked pissed off. In a white-as-a-sheet kind of way. “Abi’s 
DNA isn’t a match for the blood and skin and semen on 
Ryan and Neruda,” she said. 


“So Abi was in the car but he wasn’t the perp,” said Bill. 
“Abi lies,” said Kate. 


“Does his DNA lie?” 


Kate gave him a look. “I can hear your brain working, Turner. 
It sounds like a hamster wheel.” 


“Really?” said Bill, rubbing his lip bemusedly. 
“Abi was paranoid.” 
“When is paranoia not paranoia?” asked Bill. 


“Damn, | want that murder weapon.” She looked exhausted 
and old, for a woman in her thirties. 


Bill tossed down his pencil. “So. What next?” 


“We've got a list of NA members that are going to have a 
Crappy evening, Lieutenant,” 


said Kate grimly. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Some hours later, Kate and Bill sat at a Bob’s drive thru 
window. Bill was, honestly, too tired to eat. He chugged 
down a Coke so fast it made his head ache, and Kate 
ordered a milkshake and fries, and then only drank the 
milkshake. 


Not one lead. Not a hint. Abi had thought he was being 
followed by cops. Of course. 


Because he was. 


“I need to sleep,” said Kate. “I can’t think. Right now, | feel 
like someone is burying the bodies faster than we can 
move.” 


“You haven't called your mother yet, have you?” asked Bill. 


Kate tsked. “Fuck it. Going to just elope. | swear.” 
“Seems like your fiancé should be helping.” 
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“Oh, | like that, Mr. Women’s Liberation,” said Kate. “Can 
you imagine what kind of dress he’d choose? Something in 
leather, probably. With lots of straps and buckles. And the 
reception’d probably be at the Forum, during a Laker’s 
game.” 


Bill laughed. “Sounds great.” 
Kate managed a small smile. “It does, doesn’t it?” 


Bill rubbed his eyes. “That soda went straight through me. 
l'm gonna go use the john.” 


Bill climbed from the car and trotted around the corner, 
stopping in front of the men’s room door before he dialed. 


“Hey, it’s me.” Bill took the cigarette from his mouth. “You 
busy?” 


In his mind’s eye, he saw Christopher open his mouth to 
retort angrily, then control his impulse and think before he 
spoke. “As it happens, I’m not particularly. To what do | owe 
the honor?” 


Oh. They were going to do that. Bill closed his eyes and 
pressed his thumb against his right eyelid hard. “Sorry | 
didn’t call you back. Tough case.” 


“Of course, you’re occupied. | know that,” said Christopher. 


“Next time, just text me.” 
“I actually wanted to talk,” Christopher protested. 


“Christopher, please,” said Bill, throwing his cigarette to the 
ground. “This thing has me completely strung out.” 


Another long silence. “All right, Bill.” 

“Can | meet you there?” 

A sigh. “Sure.” 

Bill disconnected and went back to the car. 

“You want me to drop you off at your place?” asked Kate. 
“No,” said Bill. “I have an errand.” 


Kate’s eyes slid sideways to take in her partner, but she said 
nothing. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Bill always parked in a different spot, several spaces down 
from the room and across the lot. He stopped just outside 
the hotel room door and checked his hair. Caught himself 
doing it and closed his eyes. Took a steadying breath. 
Knocked twice on the door. 


It opened, and Christopher waited until he’d stepped in and 
shut the door behind him. 


Bill barely had time to look around himself, noting the 
darkened room and the bed already turned down, 
Christopher only in his boxers, and then the man fell on him, 
arms strong around him and mouth hungry. 
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Christopher always seemed to meet Bill’s need. Like he just 
knew. Nobody spoke. 


Christopher stripped Bill of his clothes, mouth following his 
hands. His hands found Bill’s fly, and seconds later Bill was 
lying back on the bed, still in his socks, legs opened and 
Christopher’s head circling between his thighs. 


He murmured a string of useless sounds that Christopher 
nevertheless correctly interpreted, and they changed their 
positions. Christopher stripped off his shorts and laid back, 
head on the pillow, legs lifted and spread. 


“Bill,” he breathed. His cock lay across his belly, stiff and 
wet, his balls drawn up. Bill stared at him, breathing as if he 
couldn’t get enough air, and then fell on him, feeling 
Christopher’s hand helping as they struggled to get the 
condom on. Christopher gasped as Bill pressed in. 


Christopher always needed lube and he hadn’t used any this 
time, Bill thought, grabbing the man’s hips and trying not to 
thrust while Christopher adjusted, moaning and shaking, 
nails digging into Bill’s skin. 


“Oh, God. Oh. Bill,” Christopher panted and breathed at 
Bill’s ear. 


“Take it easy,” said Bill, breathing pretty hard himself. 


He could feel Christopher willfully relaxing, making his body 
open up for Bill. The man’s hand on his back, so gentle, 
while he breathed hard and finally Bill felt the muscle relax. 
They both moaned as Bill slid in all the way. 


Christopher’s head tossing on the pillow, now, hands on 
Bill’s hips as Bill worked himself in and out, speeding up 
until it was all white-hot burn and urgency, and 
Christopher’s hands were on his face, now, holding his 
cheeks. “Bill,” gasped Christopher. 


“Bill. Please. Look at me.” 


Bill looked down. Eyes like a storm at sea, lips swollen and 
wet. “I love you,” said Christopher. “I love you, Bill.” 


The orgasm and the shock combined in Bill’s body. “Fuck,” 
he said, hips jerking, brain shorting out. 


“Love you,” said Christopher, shivering as come pumped 
between them. Bill collapsed on top of him and they lay that 
way for some time. 


“Chris,” said Bill after a while. “Can you let go of me? | need 
to get up.” 


“Sure.” Christopher rolled away, his face to the window. Bill 
got up, cleaned himself off. Peed. 


“Here.” He handed the warm wet washcloth to Christopher 
who took it without looking at him. 


“Thanks.” 

Bill climbed under the covers. “Can you set the alarm?” 
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Christopher reached up for the clock and set it. Bill lay 
there, watching the man’s back move in the dim light. He 
opened his mouth, then closed it. His hand made an 


abortive movement toward Christopher, then settled back 
on the mattress, empty. “Good night,” he said. 


“Night,” said Christopher. He turned off the light. 


“Bill.” A hand was shaking his shoulder. Bill batted it away, 
and was immediately awake and on the defensive. 


Christopher held his trilling cell phone six inches from Bill’s 
face. “Your phone is ringing.” 


Bill grabbed it. “’Lo,” he said. 
“Detective Turner?” 


That brogue, Bill was sure, would be following him in his 
Sleep for years. “Ryan? You okay?” 


A laugh that sounded bitter over the tinny connection. “No, 
not really. I...thought, you know, because of your card.” 


Bill struggled to sitting. “Where are you?” 


“In the kitchen. Sitting...fucking sitting on the floor in front 
of the liquor cabinet.” 


Bill scratched at his head. “Do | have to tell you to get the 
fuck out of there?” 


Next to him, Christopher had propped himself up on his 
elbows. “Who is it?” he whispered. 


Bill covered the tiny mouthpiece with one finger. “It’s a work 
call,” he told him. 


“Christ, are you at home?” said JD, his voice becoming more 
upset. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant. | mean, fuck, what was | 
thinking.” 


“Call me Bill,” said Bill, sitting up. 


Over the phone line he heard bumps and squeaks. “What 


the fuck are you doing, Ryan?” 


“You were right. | had to get away from the kitchen. I’m in 


the living room now.” 

“So, what triggered you?” 

“Beg pardon?” 

“You were Okay and then something happened.” 
“How...how’d you know that?” 

“Why do you think | carry an AA sponsor card?” 
“Oh.” 

“So, what happened?” 

“Robert. He...” 
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Of course. Fucking Lemos. “Your Mr. Lemos is a classic 


codependent personality, JD.” 


“He is?” 


Bill slid his legs out from under the covers and padded 
across the room to where his jacket hung. He searched the 


front pocket and pulled out his cigarette package. 


“I can explain it to you sometime. What did he do?” 


“Well, he didn’t exactly do something. | remembered...fuck.” 


Bill pulled the unlit cigarette from his mouth. “What did you 
remember?” 


Christopher sat up in bed and turned on the light next to 
him. He picked up the travel alarm clock, looked at its face 
and then looked back at Bill, his expression unreadable. 


“I’m not sure. It...it’s a mess in my head. There was my 
mother.” JD’s voice had definitely caught on the last 
sentence. 


Bill picked up his slacks and slid one leg into them. “I’m 
coming over there.” 


“Huh?” said JD. “I’m...uh, no, no. Fuck, what time is it? I’m 
Surprised you didn’t hang up on me.” 


Christopher had risen and gone to the bathroom. Now he 
came out, wearing his boxers, and went to the closet, where 
he began taking out his clothes. 


Bill covered the receiver with his finger again. “What are 
you doing?” 


Christopher shot him a hostile look. “Going home,” he said, 
evenly. 


Jesus. Bill pressed his thumb, hard, over the speaker of his 
cell phone and said. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 


“Wrong with me?” 


JD’s voice was still talking in the phone in Bill’s hand. He 
raised it to his ear again. 


“What?” 


“Who is that?” asked Christopher. 
Bill hissed and covered the speaker again. “It’s a work call.” 
“| remembered the kid,” JD was mumbling. “And then...” 


“What?” Bill’s attention snapped away from the angry man 
standing across the hotel room from him, and back to the 
man on the phone. 


“No, no, fuck no, | didn’t remember anything helpful,” said 
JD, his voice sounding bitter. “Lieutenant, this is nuts. Not 
your problem.” 


“I’m coming over there,” said Bill again, sliding his feet into 
his shoes. Christopher had his back to him and was dressing 
rapidly. In the mirror over the dresser, Bill could see his face. 
The sandy eyebrows were lowered over his sleep-swollen 
eyes, his mouth turned down in a grim expression. 


“No. Shit, Bill,” said JD. 


“I'll be twenty minutes, tops. Okay?” 
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Bill stuffed the phone in his jacket pocket. “Go back to bed,” 
he said to Christopher. 


“That didn’t sound like a work call,” said Christopher. 


“Jesus.” Bill searched his pockets for a cigarette. “The man 
has a drinking problem, I’m a sponsor.” 


Christopher smiled unhappily. “Maybe | should start 
drinking.” 


Bill lit his cigarette. “Don’t make it so complicated, Chris,” 
he said. 


“I’m not trying to,” said Christopher. “But you...” 
“I told you up front, didn’t I? This is what you get.” 
“Yes, you did say that. But...” 


“But what? You tell me that you...You tell me that. And 
what? I’m supposed to produce a ring?” 


Christopher closed his eyes. 


“I’m okay with this thing, you understand. You’re okay, 
Christopher. You...you’re okay. And | like what we do. But...” 


“I heard you,” said Christopher. He looked up at Bill. “I guess 
| need more.” 


“This is all I’ve got,” snapped Bill. “We fuck. We go our 
separate ways. You want more than that, you’d better look 
elsewhere.” 


Christopher wet his lips. “You’re upset,” he said, unsteadily. 
“I understand that.” 


“I’m being honest, Christopher. You want me to lie to you?” 
Bill shook his head and marched into the bathroom. While 
he was in there, he heard the hotel room door slam. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Christ, I’m sorry.” JD was deep into the guilt and self- 
recrimination now. At least he wasn’t getting weepy. Bill 


hated a weepy alcoholic. JD sat in the corner of the porch in 
the dark, the white of his cast the only thing Bill could see. 
“Can't believe you came all the way over here. But... 
thanks.” 


“No sweat.” Bill looked around the porch. “Do you want to 
go inside, Mr. Ryan?” 


“If I’m calling you Bill, then you’d better call me JD.” 
“Fair enough,” said Bill. 


“I can’t go back in there yet,” said JD. “I’m dying for a 
double espresso. Would you take me to Starbucks, Bill?” 


“They're closed.” 
“Bet you know a good all-night coffee place.” 


Bill’s alarms were sounding. There was something making JD 
so nervous he couldn’t even sit still. Or maybe it was just 
withdrawal. 
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“Or maybe you could...yes,” breathed JD. “Bill, can | ask you 
a favor?” 


“What do you want?” 


“Robert's been refusing, and so, of course, Jorge won’t take 
me, but | want to visit the 


‘scene of the crime’ as they say.” 


“The Arena?” 
“Maybe it would jog my memory.” 


Bill mulled this over a bit. His alarms were going off like a 
smoke detector. There were so many things wrong with this 
situation. And something so charming and insistent about 
JD’s manner. He felt manipulated. It wasn’t a sensation he 
was accustomed to. And he found that he half liked it. 
“Okay,” he said. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


They were going over the Lankersheim Pass, Bill pressing 
the speed limit, and JD 


gazing dreamily out the window, when JD turned and gave 
him a contemplative once over. 


“You married...Bill?” 
“No.” 
“You gay?” 


Bill’s head jerked in surprise. “Being single doesn’t 
necessarily imply...” he said, quickly. 


But JD was chuckling away. “’Course not. Sorry.” 
“It’s okay.” 


“Thought | heard someone on the phone.” said JD, that 
dimple showing. “Anyway, if you were. Married, that is,” said 
JD, and his eyes slid toward Bill, “you’d get how much that 
history means to a person. It’s like half your life is wrapped 
up in them. Lust is really only the beginning.” 


“So you consider yourself married?” 
JD’s eyes went wide. “Of course.” 


“The man at the club thought you and the victim were 
lovers.” 


JD didn’t react at all. “Maybe we were. You ever been in a 
long-term relationship, even, Bill? You ever slept with the 
Same guy? Oh, excuse me...woman. You ever been with 
nobody but that one person for years and years and...” 


“I’m not judging you, JD. I’m just asking.” 
“You didn’t answer my question.” 


Bill wondered why he felt the need to explain himself. “No,” 
he said. “I’ve never been in a long-term relationship.” 
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“But you're not gay. The man’s voice | heard on the phone is 
just a...what do they call that now? Fuck-buddy?” 


Bill almost turned the car around. He told himself JD was 
crying out for help. That he knew that JD was trying to drive 
him away so he could have a drink. 


“This isn’t about me,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me what 
happened tonight?” 


“Nothing happened.” JD turned his head back to the stare 
out the window. “I remembered my mother’s death. Christ, 
not your problem.” 


The long red light at the Mulholland Cross Street switched 
just as they were approaching the crest, and Bill slid to a 
stop. “I’m driving you across town at one in the morning. 
You may as well tell me,” said Bill. 


“God, | still can’t believe you’re doing this for me.” 


“Someone did it for me once,” said Bill. “So, what 
happened?” 


“| remembered my mother,” said JD. “All at once, | 
remembered that the poor old thing was dead.” He looked 
away. 


Bill thought of his own mother, happily twittering over the 
phone to him weekly about his finding a nice girl. “Were you 
close?” 


The bony shoulders lifted in a shrug. “As close as two people 
can be who are lying to each other constantly.” 


“Hadn’t she read your book?” 
“The book? Yes,” said JD tersely. “She read it.” 
“Wasn't that an ‘honest confessional’?” 


“That wasn’t me. That was my brave doppelganger.” JD 
frowned at his hands. “You know, | never admitted that to 
anyone but Robert before. | never told her about it, and she 
was this dear old thing living in a remote town near 
Shannon. | never thought she’d see it.” 


“So what did she think of it?” 


JD’s gazed out the front window. “Have you told your 
mother?” 


Bill was ready for this. “That’s called deflection, JD. You’re 
avoiding yourself by deflecting the conversation to someone 
else. It’s a typical alcoholic ruse.” Bill put his hand on JD’s 
arm and squeezed. 


“Don’t think about tomorrow or the next day or even ten 
minutes from now,” he urged gently. “One day at a time.” 


JD’s head turned slowly so he was looking into Bill’s face. A 
tumult of thoughts and feelings came and went there. He 
licked his lips. “Thank you.” 


“You're welcome,” said Bill, and then, almost as in a trance, 
he leaned across the stick shift and touched JD’s mouth with 
his own. 


“Oh,” breathed JD. He leaned back. 

So did Bill. They blinked at each other. 
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Then JD’s dimple appeared. “But you’re not gay,” he said. 
“I never said that,” said Bill. 


“Ah, now you sound like Robert,” said JD, merrily. “Clever 
and evasive. Prevaricate away, Ossifer.” 


Happily, the light chose that moment to finally turn green, 
and Bill had driving as an excuse. Neither man spoke for the 
rest of the ride. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“What is it like?” wondered Bill out loud. They were sitting in 
his car across the street from the Arena parking lot. JD sat 
looking at the dark and fairly inactive lot with a mystified 
expression on his face. 


“What?” he asked. “What’s what like?” 


“Not remembering,” said Bill. “Sometimes | think I’d like not 
to remember.” 


JD raised his eyebrows. “Just highlight bits of your life and 
hit the ‘delete’ key?” 


“Something like that.” 
“What would you delete?” 


Bill laughed. “Yeah, well if I’d like to forget it, I’d sure as hell 
not want to discuss it.” 


“If you could, would you be straight?” 


Bill bit off his immediate retort. Took a breath and sighed. 
“Yeah,” he said. 


“I’m sorry,” said JD, sincerely. “It must be hard.” 


For some reason, Bill thought of Christopher looking down at 
him, his face illumined by the bathroom light. 


“It’s confusing.” 
JD laughed. “What’s his name?” 
Bill’s head jerked, startled. “What?” 


JD gave him a knowing look. “I remember being confused.” 


Bill sat back, and said, voice cool. “So, anything jogging 
your memory?” 


JD turned his head to peer out of the window again, eyes 
scanning the lot. “Actually, it doesn’t look the least bit 
familiar. Maybe we should go inside.” 


Bill shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know about that.” 


JD cast an amused look at him. “You afraid of being seen 
with a ‘known homosexual’?” 


Bill’s jaw clenched slightly. “No, but I’ve talked to some of 
the employees. They know I’m a cop.” 
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“Oh. Out of the closet with that, so to speak,” said JD, those 
eyes twinkling. “Well, my reputation would probably be 
dirtied more than yours, then. Being seen with a known 
LAPD 


officer, ya know.” 
Bill smiled despite himself. 


“So, what do you say?” JD dipped his head and gave Bill a 
wiggle of an eyebrow and a wink. “Do you dance, 
Lieutenant?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Bill saw JD’s eyes catch on every bottle behind the bar as 
they strolled through the place. The music was low, but 
wicked. A hot little salsa. Men on the dance floor twirled and 
stomped and held each other in perfect rhythm. “You didn’t 


mean that about the dancing, did you?” asked Bill. “I can’t 
do that.” 


“Neither can I, at the moment.” JD stomped his cast on the 
floor. 


Bill watched two men spin past them. “Looks like it’d be 
hard to learn.” 


“It takes practice at first, but when you relax, it comes to 
you naturally,” said JD. He gave Bill a look. “Like sex.” He 
ordered two bottled waters and the bartender popped them 
onto the bar without a blink. JD raised his eyebrows. “That 
was easy.” 


“Good for you. So. You practice a lot?” 


“We're talking dancing, right? Yeah. | loved it. Love it. Robert 
taught me.” 


Bill thought the image of Robert Lemos dancing would be 
incongruous until he tried it in his head. It wasn’t. 


JD was smiling to himself. “Sexiest man | ever knew.” 


Bill cleared his throat and chugged water. JD gave him a 
look. “Am | embarrassing you?” 


“Isn't that what you’re trying to do?” asked Bill. 


“Sort of,” JD said with a shrug. “Robert always said | liked to 
shock people before they had a chance to say something 
about me...hey...” There was a catwalk overhead. Men 
stood on it, looking down at the dance floor. JD was peering 
up at it, hand shading his eyes. “Isn’t that Jorge?” 


Bill craned to see. Red, white, and blue spots and flashing 
lights obscured his vision of the rafters somewhat. “Where?” 


JD looked strangely ill. “He was there.” 
“I’m sorry, | can’t see any...” 


“No. | mean...” JD shook his head. “Fuck, | don’t know.” He 
put his arms on the table there and leant his head in his 
hands. 


“You okay?” 
Amor en Retrogrado 
201 


“Feel like shit. | can smell the alcohol. Bill, did you ever 
notice it? That it has a smell?” 


“One of the advantages of smoking,” said Bill, lighting up. 
“Kills the sense of smell.” 


JD watched him smoke, rubbing his head. 


“So. Tonight. You said you recalled your mother?” said Bill JD 
looked a little startled, then a chagrined smile. “You're good 
at that, Bill. | thought I’d successfully distracted you.” He 
rubbed his temple. “It wasn’t a pleasant memory, needless 
to say. | didn’t think | could bear it, and Robert, he...he held 
me and then all of a sudden | just wanted him. Like I’d die if 
| couldn’t...| was all over him.” JD shrugged. “You know?” 


Bill was, unfortunately, visualizing it in vivid detail. 


“But he said no. | guess that was it, you know? My mother, 
and then Robert not wanting me. | mean, he was right, | 


guess. He thinks I’m at a disadvantage until my memory 
comes back. Supposedly.” 


Bill watched JD pick at invisible spots on the counter. “Why 
do you Say, ‘Supposedly’?” 


JD looked up at him, that intimate study, as if he could read 
Bill’s mind. “Robert tries to protect me. Sometimes...it’s a 
little insulting.” 


“Codependents try to keep their partners helpless so that 
they won't leave.” 


JD’s brows furrowed a bit. “Can’t blame Robert a hundred 
percent for that.” He rubbed at his forehead again. “Fucking 
headache.” 


“You need a painkiller?” 
“Yeah. There’s some liquid painkiller right over there.” 
Right. “How about a plain old aspirin,” asked Bill. 


JD made a face. “Yech. No, thank you.” He massaged his 
head fora moment. “There was someone here that night 
that | knew.” 


“Yeah, you said that.” 


“A friend of Robert’s. A...someone that scared the shit out of 
me. | see him and then he...slides away.” JD looked weirdly 
opaque in the blue club lights. 


“Seriously,” said Bill. “Are you okay?” 


A young man spun by them, broke off from his group, and 
tapped JD on the shoulder. 


a“ Hey. ” 


“Hey, Perry,” said JD absently. A startled look crossed his 
face. “How have you been?” 


“Good. | heard about the accident, man. Tough luck. 
Sympathies and everything. You need anything?” 


JD blinked rapidly, his mouth open slightly. Then he shook 
his head. “No. Thanks.” 


Perry was about to spin off again, but JD grabbed his 
shoulder. “Hey, man...did you...did you see who we were 
with that night?” 
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Perry’s affable face went still. His eyes flicked to Bill. “Ah,” 
he said. “Yeah, we’ve seen the posters around here asking 
for any information pertinent to and all that... Sorry, man. | 
wasn’t here that night.” 


“But...” JD protested, but Perry slipped off quickly, waving at 
somebody else. 


“Nobody’s called,” said Bill. “Well, we did have a few offers 
to come down for strip searches, but we felt they were less 
than sincere.” 


JD shook his head. “Don’t blame them.” 


“Really?” Bill stubbed out his cigarette. “You think keeping 
law breakers from the police is justified?” 


JD gave him a dark look. 


“If you protect Lemos and we find out, you’ll be an 
accomplice,” said Bill. 


“Protect Robert? From what? God, you guys would love that, 
wouldn’t you?” 


“Us guys?” 


“Well, not you, Bill. You aren’t like them. But | bet the LAPD 
would love to nail Robert.” 


“First of all, make no mistake, | am like them,” snapped Bill. 
“Is there anything you aren’t telling me, JD?” 


Those emotional eyes definitely looked evasive. JD rubbed 
at his upper lip and looked about to say something when a 
familiar head appeared a few feet away. Bill jumped up. 


“Hold that thought,” he told JD and worked his way over to 
the other man. “Octavio, isn’t it?” he asked. 


The man jumped about two feet. 


JD came up behind Bill’s right shoulder. “Hola, Octavio,” he 
said. “Don’t | know you?” 


Octavio blinked and his eyes narrowed. “You got a lot balls, 
pedazo de mierda, talking to me.” 


“Why is that?” asked Bill. 
“Pablo, he wasn’t a queer, man.” 


“I’m sorry, Octavio. Your brother was a good man. Brave and 
smart. I’m sorry you couldn’t accept him.” 


“Fuck you,” growled Octavio. 


“Why are you here?” 


“Cops ain’t doin’ nothin’. | think maybe | got an idea about 
things.” 


Bill got in the man’s face. “Like what?” 


Octavio’s black eyes read Bill with a kind of meticulous 
malevolence. “A man kept calling Pablo. He was stupid, and | 
sixty-nine’d him. Said I’d meet him here.” 


“He show up yet?” 
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“Nah, | think he maybe saw cops here and ran away.” 


Bill got close enough so that he and Octavio’s noses almost 
touched. “Give me the number, Neruda.” 


Octavio almost laughed at him. His tongue slid slowly across 
his front teeth. “No, Senor. | don’t think so.” 


“What is his name?” 

“No sé.” 

“Tell me,” said JD, suddenly, in Spanish. “This guy can’t 
understand us. The man tried to kill me, too, Octavio. Tell 


me. l'Il make sure we find him.” 


Octavio stepped back and looked JD up and down. “I should 
kill you for what you did to Pablo,” he answered in Spanish, 
as well. 


“Pablo wouldn’t want that,” said JD, pronouncing the words 
carefully. 


Octavio boiled a minute, his eyes dark with thought. 


“You talk like a white,” he said, flicking a small, folded piece 
of paper from between his fingers and handing it to JD. 


JD smiled. “Thank you, Octavio. Why you?” JD frowned and 
mouthed the words to himself before speaking again. “l 
mean, why do you think this is the one we want?” 


“The man, he told Pablo he’d kill him if he didn’t stay away 
from you.” 


Bill was swearing to get some Spanish language tapes first 
chance he could find. He saw JD suddenly pale, look sick. 
“What?” he said. “What did he say?” 


JD pocketed the paper. “Thank you, Octavio.” 


Octavio nodded, shoved his hands deep in his pockets 
again. 


Bill glowered at them both, trying to remember the little 
Spanish he had learned in High School. “Octavio?” he said 
finally. “¿Cómo es su madre?” 


Octavio’s dark eyes flicked at him, sharp as daggers. “Mi 
familia est bueno,” he said, his accent very high school 
Spanish. He worked his way around the nearby men and 
walked off, gate stiff and angry. 


Bill watched the man walk away. “Touched a nerve with the 
mother, huh?” 


“You have no idea,” said JD. “God, Bill, you are the only man 
I’ve ever met whose accent is worse than mine.” 


Bill tried to glare at him, but JD was laughing across the 
table at him, dimple flashing, eyes dancing. “Tell me what 
he said,” Bill demanded. 


That evasion in JD’s eyes, the frank gaze shifting just 
Slightly. “Hmm, sometimes it’s hard to translate the exact 
meaning, you know.” 


“Suppose you explain it to me?” said Bill. His cell phone 
buzzed against his hip. “’Lo?” 


“Bill.” It was Kate’s voice. She sounded god-awful. “Abi’s 
dead.” 
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“OD?” 


“Somebody shot him.” 


Bill glanced at JD, who was shielding his eyes and looking up 
at the catwalk again. “I have to drop something off, but I'll 
be there in thirty.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Bill did the Laurel Canyon pass in considerably less time 
than he had earlier. He saw JD 


gripping the door handle, white knuckled and smiled. “You'd 
better gimmee whatever that kid slipped you,” he said, 
taking a sharp turn fast enough to make JD pitch sideways. 


“He gave it to me, not you.” 
“You concealing evidence, now?” asked Bill. 


JD considered the extent of concealed evidence spread 
across his living room floor and grudgingly handed over the 
paper Octavio had given him. Bill pocketed it immediately, 
tires squealing as they rounded another turn. 


JD’s other hand flew out to grab the dashboard. “Christ! Do 
you always drive like this?” 


“No,” said Bill. “Il usually get someone else to drive.” The car 
bounced and the fender banged as they took a dip too 
Sharply. 


“I can see why,” said JD. 


“Just be glad I’m not drunk.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Robert rounded the corner of his street and almost hit the 
brakes. He could see his house at the end of the street lit up 
like there was a party going on there. 


“JD?” The alarm wasn’t set, the garage door open. Robert 
ran through the house to JD’s bedroom. He wasn’t there. 


“JD!!” Up the stairs, all over the house, every second hoping 
to find him, fearing to find him collapsed or fallen 
unconscious, in pain. Still hoping to find him not missing 
altogether. 


He pulled his cell from his pocket and punched Gabe’s 
number. 


“Lo.” A hoarse voice. Gabe was either asleep, drunk, or 
unhappily on graveyard shift. 


“Gabe. Help.” Robert sat on the bottom stair. “JD’s gone. 
He’s not anywhere in the house.” 


“Mosca?” Gabe coughed and said, “Roberto? What the fuck. 
Maybe he went somewhere.” 


“The guys that tried to kill him, what if they came back?” 


“Robert, mi Dios, Christ almighty, hermione, sit down and 
take a breath.” 
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Robert heard the car in the driveway then. “Wait,” he said, 
jumping up and running to the front door. “There’s someone 
out there.” 


The automatic lights shown down from the garage roof and 
he could see JD’s head, silvery in the halogen lights, rising 
from the passenger side of the car. 


“Oh, thank God, it’s him, Gabe.” 


Gabe cursed. “Tell that fucking homo to leave a note next 
time.” 


Robert barely heard him. “Thanks, Chato,” he said, absently, 
disconnecting as he trotted down the front steps. “JD?” 


JD turned from where he had been leaning over, laughing 
and chatting with the driver of the car. He squinted at 
Robert. “Bobby? You back already? | thought you’d be gone 
all night.” 


Obviously. “Who’s your friend?” asked Robert. 


JD’s eyes widened. He took a wobbly step back with his 
cane and looked toward the car. “Bill was just helping me to 
remember.” 


Bill, was it? 


“Get in the house,” snarled Robert. “And you!” He jabbed 
two fingers at Bill’s face, shadowed under the roof of the 
car. “Get the fuck off my property unless you have a 
warrant.” 


“Robert!” 
“JD,” said Bill. “Maybe you'd better get back in the car.” 


“No, no, I’m okay. Robert?” JD enclosed one of those biceps 
in his long fingers. 


Honestly, Bill wouldn’t have wanted to get that close to 
Lemos at that moment. His face was dark with anger, his 
nostrils practically flaring. Shit. “Robert?” JD tugged at 
Lemos like he was a stubborn puppy on a leash. “Come 
inside before someone calls the police. More police, | mean.” 


Bill stifled his smile. No use prodding the bull. 


Robert turned toward JD and seemed to deflate. “Jay? 
What?” 


“Come inside, Robert,” said JD, tugging again at Lemos. Bill 
watched him lead the man up the front steps like he was 
senile or something, pausing to wave at Bill before closing 
the door. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Well,” said JD. “That was fun.” He took off his jacket and 
hung it up. Robert watched him, registering slowly that JD 
wasn’t drunk. 


“What happened?” he asked. “Why?” 


“I woke up in the middle of the night and | needed a drink, 
and | called Bill.” 
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Bill again. 

“Why didn’t you call me?” 


“Do we have any water, Robert? That seems to help.” JD 
wandered down toward the kitchen, went to the fridge, and 
just stood in front of the open door, staring at the contents. 


“Hate to be a prick,” he said. “But could we lose the 
Guinness?” 


“Sure,” said Robert, surprised. “I only stock it for you.” 


JD gave him a weird look and leaned his head against the 
refrigerator door. “That,” he said after a pause, “is why | 
didn’t call you, Robert.” 


Very, very slowly, JD leaned into the refrigerator and 
emerged with a bottle of water. 


He closed the door and just stood there for a minute, then 
twisted the cap off the plastic bottle off and flicked the cap 
toward the trash with his thumb. 


“Where did you go?” asked Robert. 


“Robert, | am barely containing myself here. Don’t push it.” 


Robert paced two steps forward, two back. Wrapped his 
arms around himself and made a peculiar sound deep in his 
throat. JD drank his water, watching his partner try to 
control his impulses. 


“Į felt really uncomfortable inviting an LAPD detective into 
our home, given that the living room is covered with 
concealed evidence. Figured my barrister boyfriend would 
advise against it. So, we went to the Arena,” said JD. And 
drank more water. 


Robert leaned against the counter. Both hands gripping the 
granite. JD sighed and came over, sitting on the stool next 
to Robert. “We saw Neruda’s brother there.” 


Robert still clung to the counter top, breathing hard. 


JD thumbed the edge of the water bottle label thoughtfully. 
“He told me someone was threatening Pablo. Someone 
warning him to stay away from me.” JD finished off the 
water and lobbed the bottle easily into the trash. 


Robert observed this and said, unsteadily, “You haven’t 
been drinking?” 


“Nope, just talking with Bill.” 


Bill. Robert shook his head, eyes closed. His mouth opened, 
closed. 


“You haven't heard a word I’ve said, have you?” asked JD. “I 
trust you, Robert. | know, despite all evidence to the 
contrary, | know it wasn’t you. But, after everything, you still 
don’t trust me.” 


“I trust you,” Robert said, weakly. “It’s just...did...” he 
stopped himself. Closed his lips together. 


“You may as well ask,” said JD. 
“Did you fuck him?” whispered Robert. 


“Wow,” said JD, and he stood. Shaking hands smoothing 
down his slacks. “And still, nothing changes. I’m going to 
bed, Robert. My bed. Alone.” 


Amor en Retrogrado 
207 


Robert nodded. Of course. He sank onto the kitchen stool, 
feeling sick. He heard JD’s cast thunking down the hallway, 
and then, surprisingly, heard it come back. Robert raised his 
head from his hands and squinted at JD who now stood in 
the doorway. “Que?” 


“We always do this, don’t we?” 

“Si.” That one syllable held a world of despair. 
“Why?” JD asked, desperately. 

Robert shook his head. “Soy babosa?” 


JD almost smiled. He leaned against the doorjamb, arms 
crossed. “Seems like we have trust issues.” 


Robert nodded. 
“What're we going to do about it, Bobby?” 


Robert had thought they were going to sleep in separate 
bedrooms and not speak for days. As they usually did. So he 


just gaped at JD and shook his head. 


JD’s dark blue eyes read Robert for a minute. And then he 
sighed. “Let’s say we'll sleep on it, lover. I’m knackered. You 
coming to bed soon?” 


Robert discovered his mouth was hanging open again and 
snapped his lips shut. “S-Soon. Si. | have a deposition to 
finish.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Mr. Lemos?” 


Robert hadn’t even heard the garage door opening. He put 
down his paper and pushed his glasses on top of his head. 
“Jorge?” 


The man stood in his office doorway, the hall light behind 
him creating a fuzzy outline of his body. He didn’t speak. 


Robert extracted his mind from the case he had been 
working on. It was a difficult transition for him. He rubbed at 
his head in confusion. “Is it morning already? Did | call you, 
Jorge? I’m sorry, | don’t remember.” 


“I thought you might need me,” said Jorge, still standing 
there. 


“| don’t think so,” said Robert slowly. “But, since you’re 
here. Please. Get yourself a beer from the kitchen.” 


Jorge didn’t move for a moment and then, “Yes, sir.” He 
padded off. Robert was deep in his work again when Jorge 
returned, setting a beer down near Robert’s elbow. 


Robert murmured some vague thanks, his nose deep in 
finding the precedent he remembered. 


“Mr. Lemos?” 

“Si?” said Robert, underlining a word. 
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“Where is Mr. Ryan?” 


Robert looked up at Jorge, over the rim of his reading 
glasses. “In bed, Jorge. Why?” 


“I didn’t see him there.” 
Robert frowned. “In our bed, Jorge. Upstairs.” 


“Oh,” said Jorge and walked behind Robert, the bedsprings 
squeaking as he took a seat there. 


Robert was already immersed in the paperwork before him 
and didn’t think of Jorge again, until he rose from his desk, 
turning off the light, and discovered that Jorge had fallen 
asleep on the bed behind him. Robert dragged a blanket 
over the man before climbing the stairs to his own room. 


* OK OK OK OX 


“Officer Orson,” said Lara, nodding at the young man who 
held out his hand to Bill and then Kate. Abi had been shot 
down in a drive-by in the eastern sector of Lara’s precinct. 


“You said Abi flagged you?” asked Kate 


“Yeah, | was code twelve up at the Dairy Queen, just 
stepping out of the men’s room. 


The victim ran up to me and said a man was trying to kill 
him.” 


“Did you see the man?” 


“No, ma’am. | asked him what the man looked like, but he 
was incoherent then. He ran off. | pursued. | ran to my car to 
call it in on my radio, and | heard the shots.” 


“How many shots?” asked Bill. He spun his lighter in his 
fingers. 


“Three.” 
“Weapon?” 


Lara shook his head. “We haven’t found anything. Our boys 
are all over the scene, though.” 


Kate glanced at her partner and saw him tugging at his lip 
contemplatively. “Thanks, Orson,” she said. 


They were in the car, windows rolled up, before Bill spoke. 
“Are you Okay?” 


Kate gazed thoughtfully through the windshield. In a twisted 
way, an informant is a coworker. He, or she, is garbage, of 
course, the very thing which cops fight. But a man like Abi 
could be around for years. You got to know him as a person. 
“It was going to happen sooner or later,” said Kate. “Abi was 
borrowing time.” 


Bill nodded. “What do you think?” 


“I think Abi was one of the best informants | ever had.” 
“Wonder if anyone else thought that.” 
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“Hmmm,” said Kate. 


Bill dug the paper JD had given him out of his pocket. He 
handed it across to Kate who frowned and said, “What’s 
this?” 


“Neruda’s brother said this guy was threatening Pablo.” 
“And he gave you this when?” 
“Last night. At the Arena. When | took JD Ryan there.” 


Kate was positively gray with exhaustion and an unadmitted 
grief. Her mouth fell slightly open and she shook her head. 
“| didn’t mean it, you know,” she said finally. “I didn’t 
actually think you’d ask the guy out.” 


“What?” squeaked Bill. “I didn’t.” 


“Okay. Let’s get this traced,” she said, “While we’re at the 
coroner’s office.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


They went by the coroner’s office, checked out the report. 
Two bullets in the back. 


Ballistics sent the records to their offices, at Kate’s request. 
They stood there, trying not to look over the tech’s 


shoulders, while he checked the striations against the bullet 
that had killed Pablo. 


He nodded at Kate. 

“Fuck,” said Kate. 

The same bullet had killed Neruda. 

Bill plucked at his lip. “Colt forty-five, huh?” 

“Yep.” 

“Used to be a service revolver out here, wasn’t it?” 
Kate’s eyes rolled toward him. “Sometimes.” 


“What’s his parole officer’s name?” asked Bill, gathering up 
his jacket and swinging toward the door. 


Kate jogged to catch up with him. “Lewis.” 


* k k x OX 


“I wouldn’t say | was surprised,” said Lewis. “I am surprised 
you ask me that, though.” 


“Did Abi ever tell you someone was after him?” 


“All the time,” said Lewis. “Said he’d been abducted by 
aliens once, too, when he missed an appointment.” 


“Right,” said Kate. “Goddamn it.” 
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“Listen, Lieutenant, anything could have happened. It was 
probably a drug deal gone bad, that’s all. You'll find the gun 
in some trash bin with filed serial numbers, wiped. Or 
stashed away on some dead junkie.” 


“You talked to his uncle?” 


“Yeah.” For a minute Lewis’s pleasant aplomb deflated a 
little. “Poor old guy.” 


Bill’s cell phone trilled, and he snatched it up. “Yeah. Where? 
Who?” He gave Kate a pained look. 


“More good news?” asked Kate, tiredly. 


“Fantastic news,” said Bill. “They found the gun. It’s 
Lemos'’s.” 


Kate looked struck. “Shit. That’s just perfect.” 


Bill frowned at the phone in his hand. “Yeah,” he said. He 
flicked a button with his thumb. “Hold on. D’you have that 
number | gave you?” 


Kate handed it over. “I have to arrest Robert Lemos,” she 
said, her face bleak. “We'll have to stop by the precinct for 
the warrant. Smith is gonna be breathing fire.” And as Bill 
continued to stare at the face of his cell phone. “What?” 


Bill snapped the phone shut. “When Jorge called me the 
other night? It was from the same number.” 


They stared at each other. It took less than a second for the 
tumblers to fall into place. 


And then they were both running for their car. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Gabe!” Robert rubbed at his face in an attempt to wake. 
“What time is it?” 


Gabe pushed past him, shutting the door and marching to 
the living room where he closed the drapes after peering out 
of them for a minute. Robert followed him. “JD is fine,” 


he said. 
“Too bad,” said Gabe. 


“It was all a misunderstanding. We found a letter from his 
mother in that box. He was upset and went out.” 


“The box from the trunk?” asked Gabe. “Mosca, | thought | 
told you not to show those papers to him.” 


“Gabe, | had to. Those papers might be why they killed 
Neruda and shot JD.” 


“They?” Gabe’s flat eyes read Robert. “Mosca, | came by 
because we found your gun in a dumpster on Santa Fe 
Avenue. Ballistics has confirmed it was your gun shot 
Neruda.” 


Robert felt the blood leave his face. It seemed to pool in his 
throat, because he couldn’t speak. 
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JD cast thunked on the stairway. “Who is it, Robert? |...” He 
stopped dead, seeing Gabe. “Oh,” he said. “You.” 


“That guy HATES me, Robert.” 


“No, he doesn’t. | mean, it’s not personal.” 


“Not personal? He wiped his hand after | shook it, Bobby.” 


"| told Roberto not to show you those things,” said Gabe, his 
bulk advancing on JD in the hallway. “But he never listens to 
me,” 


JD stuck his chin out belligerently. “Bobby’s a smart man.” 
“Shut up,” growled Gabe. “Pedazo de mierda. Puta.” 


JD’s eyes popped. His face flamed red. “What are you doing 
in my house?” 


“Your house?” Gabe barked an angry laugh. 


“Gabe,” said Robert hoarsely. He stood in the hallway, 
frowning at his feet. “My gun...” 


“Don’t say anything, Roberto,” said Gabe. “This little faggot 
isn’t worth going to prison over.” He advanced on JD, like a 
Shadow across the hallway. 


JD backed into the wall. “What are you saying, Lara? You 
think Robert...” 


Gabe’s entire face registered extreme disgust. “I would beat 
you myself, you little whore, if | didn’t wear a badge.” 


“Like that stops you from breaking the law,” retorted JD, 
hotly. “Listen, I’ve got your name in at least three of those 
depos.” 


“JD?” said Robert. “Gabe would never.” 


“Oh, come on, Robert. You think this...homophobic asshole 
was completely innocent? 


How do you think your gun ended up in this mess?” 


Gabe’s face was darkening with anger. “Shut up, bitch.” 
“My gun?” said Robert. “No. No, that isn’t...Gabe?” 


“He interfered with a crime scene, Robert. To hide those 
fucking depositions. To hide evidence.” JD was so angry his 
face was bright red. 


“You try to ruin his life again and again,” said Gabe. “His 
friends have to protect him.” 


Robert was about to protest, but JD suddenly exploded. 
“Listen...” Something was coming down the hallway toward 
Gabe. 


“Mr. Lemos?” Jorge appeared at the end of the hallway. “| 
saw the car out front. Are you...?” He spotted Gabe. 


Robert was unable to say anything as Jorge pulled a gun 
from his belt. 
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“Drop that,” snapped Gabe, hand going to his own gun. 
Something bizarre happened then, because Gabe and Jorge 
both raised their guns there in Robert’s hallway. Like a scene 
from a bad Clint Eastwood movie. 


“Jorge, put down your gun,” said Robert. 
“He came here to arrest you, Mr. Lemos,” said Jorge. 
“Gabe wouldn’t do that,” said Robert. 


“Robert has an alibi. Doesn’t he, Jorge?” asked Gabe. He 
and Jorge still stood there, guns pointed at each other, less 


than four feet between them. 
“Y-Y-Yes?” said Jorge. “I told the police.” 


“So it couldn’t have been Robert,” said Gabe. “Could it, 
Jorge? And we all know this pansy couldn’t beat a man half 
to death.” 


JD was too stunned to take offense. 


“So, who could have done it, Jorge?” Gabe slid forward on 
the marble floor, arm holding the gun up, steady and sure. 
“Put down the gun, Jorge.” 


Jorge shook his head. There wasn’t even any warning, 
Robert would consider afterward. One minute they were 
pointing their guns at each other and then there was an 
explosion, and then Gabe’s bulk was filling his hallway, the 
smell of gunpowder in the air. 


Somebody screamed. 


Robert considered later that it was probably him, because JD 
was frozen, staring, and Jorge was lowering the gun, looking 
confused. 


“Call nine-one-one,” yelled Robert, slipping in blood as he 
tried to find a pulse on Gabe’s throat. Jorge walked across 
the hall, calmly picked up the phone, and dialed. 


“Robert...” said JD, still dead center in the hallway. Still 
staring at Jorge. “You...” he said. 


Jorge dropped the phone with a clatter back into its cradle. 


“Jorge, what are you doing?” cried Robert. “We have to call 
the hospital. You...you can’t shoot people, Jorge.” 


“Yes, he can,” said JD in a whisper. “He has. He shot Pablo, 
Robert.” Jorge turned and looked at JD. And raised his gun 
so that it aimed dead center at JD’s face. JD froze. 


“Jorge?” said Robert. “What are you doing? You could... 
Jorge, put the gun down.” 


Jorge’s face twisted and his eyes filled with tears. One huge 
fat tear rolled over his cheekbone and dribbled down that 
pretty skin to drip from his chin. “He ruined your life, Mr. 
Lemos. How could you take him back?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 
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A black Impala sat in the driveway. And a black Trans Am. 
Kate and Bill saw both cars as they were entering the gate 
and both broke into a run at the sight. Then there was the 
unmistakable sound of a gunshot. And they both dove to the 
ground. Bill rolled over and saw lights coming on all over the 
neighborhood. 


Within seconds, they could hear the sirens of the units 
responding all over West Hills. 


There would be no more rich citizens complaining about 
police response time in this district. 


“Fuck,” said Bill. He and Kate exchanged grim looks. “Lara 
and Lemos and Ryan.” 


“And Jorge, l'Il bet,” said Kate. “Who do you think just fired 
the gun?” 


“The garage door is open,” said Bill, going into a crouch and 
preparing to run. “I remember there’s an entrance through 
there.” 


Kate had her gun out and trained on the front door already. 
“That couldn’t have been Lara. He’s too smart for that.” 


Bill shook his head. “People do crazy things.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Jorge,” said JD carefully. “Do you hear that? This is not one 
of those neighborhoods where you can just shoot at people. 
They’ve probably called the police, and in a few minutes, 
there will be officers from two counties all around the 
house.” 


Jorge didn’t move. Didn’t respond. Another fat tear rolled 
down his cheek. 


“Jorge, did you shoot Jay’s friend?” asked Robert. 
“I’m sorry, Mr. Lemos.” 
“You...you used my gun.” 


“He isn’t worthy of you, Mr. Lemos. Why couldn’t you see 
that? Why did you take him back?” 


Robert stared at JD, who was white as the marble floor on 
which he stood. “Jorge, Jay is my husband.” 


“Shut up.” Jorge squeezed his eyes shut for a second, as in 
pain, then snapped them open. The hand that held the gun 
on JD was shaking. “He’s a whore.” 


Despite his terror, JD’s mouth turned down at the corners in 
an unhappy little frown. 


“I’ve been called that twice now. It’s starting to piss me off.” 


“Shut up!” shouted Jorge, and now he was breathing fast 
and hard. The sirens were getting much louder, so Robert 
figured they’d pulled up outside by now. 


“The police are here,” said Robert. “Jorge, it’s okay. The 
police here will take you in. 


They'll treat you well. l'Il make sure of...” 


Jorge cocked his gun. Robert found he couldn’t breathe. 
Couldn’t speak. JD stood there staring at his own death. 
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At the other end of the hall was something odd. Robert’s 
eyes darted sideways and he clearly saw Detective Turner 
there. “Don’t be stupid, Jorge,” said Robert slowly and 
clearly. 


Jorge’s mouth opened as he breathed. Tears rolled down his 
cheeks. 


He slowly turned the gun on Robert. 
“I love you,” he said. 


“ROBERT!” screamed JD, and incredibly, insanely, idiotically, 
he leaped the few feet toward Jorge, cane swinging wildly. 
Jorge swiveled the gun back toward JD and Robert jumped at 
him. Two loud pops, a ricochet zinged in the marble hallway. 
Glass crashed in the window of the front door and Jorge 
went down, his gun firing, the shots like explosions in the 


small space. The ricochet echoing as JD yelled again and fell 
onto Robert. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Mr. Lemos. Mr. Lemos, you have to let go now.” 


“No.” Robert clung to JD with both hands. JD was warm and 
in his arms, and he was never going to leave him because 

Robert was never letting go. There was blood everywhere, 

his leg slid in it, his hands were wet with it, and somebody 

was trying to take JD away from him. “No.” 


Bill looked up helplessly at the paramedic. “He’s going to 
need some kind of sedative.” 


The EMT nodded, hands running over the gunshot wound on 
Robert’s shoulder. It still gushed excessively. Robert’s hands 
gripped his companion so tightly it made the veins struggle 
and pump out more blood. 


“Robert,” said JD. “They are trying to help you. Let go of me, 
sweetheart.” 


“Jay?” 
“Yeah, Bobby. I’m here.” 


Robert’s grip relaxed somewhat as he started to sob. The 
sirens outside wailed as Gabe and Jorge were carried off to 
the ER, and JD cradled his lover, crooning softly. 


“I’m here, I’m here.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“Pablo had introduced me to a friend who'd jumped into the 
Twenty-Eighth Street Dragons in ninety-two. He was helping 


me research my book,” said JD, brows down to his nose as 
he concentrated. He gulped down bottled water like it was 
air. Bill would go get him a new one as soon as the one he 
held was empty. “He was a good kid. Really trying to stay 
clean, you know? A little bit of a flirt, though. Really touchy- 
feely? We were leaving the Arena, and when we saw Jorge, 
Pablo had his arm around me. Jorge came up and called us 
whores.” 


“What happened then?” asked Bill, gently. 
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“Fuck.” JD rubbed his eyes tiredly. “I laughed at him. Christ. 
He called me a bunch of names in Spanish. Told me...told 
me I’d ruined Robert’s life. | remember quite clearly calling 
that man some pretty awful things. Really working him up. 
Pablo said something to him and he went nuts.” 


JD buried his head in his hands. “Poor Pablo, damn it.” 


“It wasn’t your fault,’ said Robert. They sat in the ER, giving 
their statements. Robert’s shoulder wound had been 
cleaned and taped, and he sat with an IV steadily 
replenishing his liquids. JD sat next to him, his hand a vise 
around his lover’s wrist. 


“Wasn't it? Christ, Robert, | was drunk off my ass. | honestly 
couldn’t see how crazy he was. My brain was not working at 
all. Maybe if we hadn’t taunted him.” 


“It was my fault. | should have known something was wrong. 
He must have been following you for months,” said Robert. 
“He was always taking off for ‘personal reasons’ 


when | worked late.” 


JD rubbed his forehead. “Do you need an aspirin?” asked 
Bill. 


JD looked up at him, “Have | thanked you yet?” 
Bill flushed dark red. “Profusely.” 


“Christ. He was going to shoot you, Robert. If Bill hadn’t 
been there. | could have lost you, Bobby. Jesus... Bill, you’re 
a hero, you hear me? They should decorate you. Bobby, 
your office should do something to show gratitude.” 


Bill had an expression on his face of sheer panic. “lIl, uh, 
get some aspirin,” he said. 


And pretty much ran off. 


JD watched him go. “Is he going to get in trouble?” he asked 
Kate, worriedly. “I mean, anything | can do? | know it’s 
serious when a police officer shoots a man.” 


“Mr. Vejar has confessed that he intended to harm you,” 
said Kate, scribbling laboriously into one of Bill’s blue pads. 
She’d shoot herself in the foot before she admitted it to him, 
but she was getting to like the damned things. “That and 
your statements should be sufficient.” 


“He was amazing,” gushed JD. 
Kate’s eyebrows rose as she dotted an i. “Hmmm,” she said. 


Bill came back with the aspirin and water. “Lara is out of 
surgery,” he told them. “He’s holding up. Doctor thinks he’s 
got a good chance.” 


“Gabe’s a rock,” said JD. He wiped tears from his face. “l 
saw Jorge, sometimes. Pablo said he’d seen him, too. | 
thought you had him following me, Robert. It pissed me off 
so bad, | just ignored him.” 


“Neruda thought a cop was tracking him,” said Kate. 


JD looked at Bill. He looked away. “Poor kid was so 
paranoid.” 
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“Was he?” said Robert. Gabe was still in critical condition 
somewhere upstairs. Jorge had shot him in the stomach. 
“This is all my fault,” he said again. 


“You couldn’t have known the guy was loco. | mean, who 
would have guessed?” 


“We think Mr. Vejar was one of the inhabitants of a rest 
facility that were released by the Nicaraguan government 
with political prisoners also being held there,” said Kate. 


Robert and JD answered more questions, but Robert was 
definitely starting to weaken. 


His skin was sallow and his eyes starting to go sleepy and 
dim. 


“I want to take Robert home and let him sleep, Bill,” said JD. 


“Are we done, then?” asked Robert. He felt old. Older than 
old. Ancient. 


“Yes, sir.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


“So what’s with you and Joseph Ryan?” asked Kate. They 
were in the hallway of the precinct offices. 


Bill’s face went red as his whole body went cold. “What are 
you talking about?” 


“Playing at being some kind of gay friendly LAPD officer may 
make you popular with people like Lemos and Rice, but the 
guys around here aren’t gonna like you any better for it.” 


“Believe me,” said Bill, positively fervent. “That is not what 
I’m trying to do.” 


Kate gave him a narrow look. “You got your eyes on the 
Commissioner's office or something?” 


Bill laughed. “Impossible,” he said. “That will never 
happen.” 


Kate remained thoughtful. 


“Are we Okay?” said Bill. “You keep looking at me like I’m a 
car you think you shouldn’t have bought.” 


“What a strange metaphor,” said Kate. She preceded Bill 
down the hallway, holding a door open for him and following 
him to their joined desks. 


“You called it from the beginning, you know,” she said. 
“Called what?” 


“Crime of passion,” said Kate. “You stood right there at the 
scene on day one and that’s what you said. How did you 
know that?” 


Bill looked up at her, eyes hopeful. “Women’s intuition?” 
Kate barked a laugh. “Jeez, Turner.” 

“So we still partners?” asked Bill. 
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Kate regarded him. The guy was freaky, weird, secretive. He 
had a 90 percent solve record and more nervous habits than 
she could count. He was a genius of sorts and scared to 
death that he was about to be rejected yet again. It made 
her want to hug him. Almost. 


“Sure,” she said 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Gabe was still unconscious, but stable, when JD finally 
forced Robert to come home with him. They hailed a cab 
and toddled like two senior citizens into the house, falling 
together on JD’s bed and passing out. 


Robert woke in the night when his convulsive grip on JD 
yielded air. He sat up immediately, felt ill immediately. Lay 
down again. Then very slowly this time, rolled from the bed 
and padded down the hallway. Light streamed from the 
living room, where JD sat on the floor sorting papers. 


“Jay?” 
He glanced up. “Didn’t mean to wake you, Robert.” 
“You didn’t,” said Robert. “What are you doing?” 


“I’m putting together some papers.” 


“Why?” 
“It relaxes me,” said JD. He sounded surly, almost. Angry. 


“This has been a hellish day, JD. Can’t it wait? Your memory 
will come back eventually.” 


“My memory is fine, Robert.” 


Robert stopped, mouth open. He closed it. “What?” he 
whispered. 


JD stood, awkwardly, and looked at him. His eyes had that 
reddish, pinched look they got when he was terribly hung 
over or tired. 


“That’s not the issue,” he said. And there was something 
about the way he looked at Robert. Some defeat. Some 
anger. 


“Oh,” Robert said, heart sinking. 


“I remember, Bobby,” said JD, his voice bitter, careless. That 
angry, callous voice Robert had almost forgotten. “I 
remember everything.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


JD was out in back, his small satchel packed and sitting at 
his feet. Robert had been hiding in his bedroom while JD 
packed. He probably should have helped him. Sure. Like 
tearing off his own skin. Easy. 


JD didn’t acknowledge Robert when he swung open the 
screen door. 


218 


A. M. Riley 
“You ready?” 


JD grunted some sort of reply and heaved to his feet with a 
now practiced movement that enabled him to get his 
balance quickly with the cane before the weight came down 
on his bad leg. Robert came over and mad a grab for the 
bag. 


“I'll carry that for you.” 
“No, | should get used to it,” said JD, still not looking at him. 
Robert let it go. “Okay.” 


It was so weird. Practiced. Like somewhere in the backs of 
their minds both of them had known this moment would 
happen and had rehearsed it. Robert led the way back to 
the door. He held it open for JD as he passed. 


JD ran a hand quickly across his face and turned his head 
away. Some thing sharp and deep stabbed through Robert 
and he said, “Sorry.” 


JD stopped dead in the doorway. “What?” his voice sounded 
odd. 


“I said I’m sorry,” Robert said, not even trying to keep the 
emotion out of his voice. 


“For everything, Jay. For fucking up again. | tried. | promised 
you | would, but...” 


JD turned and looked at him. His face shocked, wide open. 
Wet cheeks and red eyes. 


He swiped again at the evidence of tears. “It’s not your 
fault.” 


“Whose fault is it, then, Jay?” Robert asked, and he could 
feel himself losing it. 


“Why...why do | have to lose you?” He let go of the door and 
tried to get away somehow. 


Walking sort of aimlessly toward the end of the porch. 
“I don’t want to leave. | have to.” 

Robert nodded. 

“You don’t understand, do you?” 


Robert shook his head. “I love you.” The words barely 
audible. 


“| know.” 


Robert sank down onto a step now, giving up completely on 
pulling this off with any degree of dignity. “Why?” 


JD didn’t answer, and after a while, Robert looked up and 
saw him still standing there. 


His face was a mass of torment. Robert knew he’d hurt him 
again. He hadn’t wanted to, but of course he had. 


“I’m sorry,” Robert said. 
“God.” 


“Please,” Robert begged, past all hope of pride. “Just tell me 
why. So | don’t make myself crazy anymore trying to figure 
it out.” 


“We aren’t good for each other, Bobby. I’m...| enjoy being 
spoiled. Being childish, irresponsible. And you indulge it.” 
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“Twelve step stuff? I’m an enabler?” 

“Yes, actually.” 

“That’s such bullshit!” 

“Is it? And...Robert, the jealousy thing is a little...” 
“Psychotic? Scary? Really demeaning?” 


Despite it all, JD laughed. “And you say | have a way with 
words.” 


“Hell, you should try living in my head when | get like that, 
JD. It’s not fun.” 


“Why don’t you change, then?” 


“Why don’t you?” Robert retorted, a little angrily. “Why do 
you flirt with everyone? | mean, JD, you flirt with fucking 
everyone. Why?” 


There was a long pause and a little snick of metallic sound 
and he looked up to see JD 


leaning against the side of the house. The screen door was 
closed. He set his satchel in a chair next to him and looked 
at Robert solemnly. “Do you think we can both change?” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Robert couldn’t stop shaking. It was like he had swallowed a 
huge block of ice. All the muscles in his stomach and legs 
and jaw were clenched and his teeth rattled uncontrollably. 


“Are you Okay?” JD pushed the cup of tea across the table. 
“S-Sure.” Robert lifted the tea and buried his face in it. 


JD watched with an amazed, almost frightened, look. “You 
look sick.” 


Robert put the cup down, felt those freakish tears imminent 
again and had to turn his face away. “Scared shitless, JD.” 


JD slid his hand across the table and clasped one of Robert’s 
clammy ones. “Me, too.” 


“How are we going to do this?” 


“No idea, lover. But | won’t leave this time. Not out the door 
or into a bottle.” 


“Promise?” said Robert, sounding just like a small boy. 


‘We have a lot to discuss, Robert. | have things | need from 
you. Things I’ve been afraid to ask for. And you have to let 
me have friends without the jealous rages.” 


“JD, | don’t think | can have an open relationship. | know a 
lot of guys do that, but | just don’t think I can...” 


“I’m not asking for that,” said JD, and he squeezed Robert’s 
hand. Robert got that sick look on his face again. 


“Breathe, Robert,” said JD. He rubbed his swollen eyes. 
“God, | want a drink.” 


Robert chose not to comment. He still felt JD’s sobriety like a 
tightrope he walked. He didn’t want to jiggle anything. “You 
should go to bed and get some more sleep,” he said. 
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“I will. When we’re done talking.” 


Robert was weary to the bone. “What else do we need to 
talk about, Jay?” 


The corner of JD’s mouth turned down in that way it did 
when he was tired. “About Jorge, Robert.” 


“Oh,” said Robert. He’d kind of hoped... 


JD cast a look at him. A little bleak, a lot resigned. “I knew 
about Las Virgenes, Robert. 


| always knew.” 
“They were whores, JD. Nameless, faceless.” 


“Fuck. Stop it. | can’t bear to hear you talk about another 
gay man that way.” 


Robert shut his lips together. It hadn’t meant anything. 
Nothing. It was just a physical release that he’d always 
practiced. It had nothing to do with JD. 


“I knew. | mean, | knew you were working, but when you 
were late I’d always think that maybe you stopped off there, 
maybe found some boy.” 


“Why didn’t you say anything?” 


“What? And be some shrewish, jealous housewife? Fuck, 
Robert. How often had | made speeches about trust and 
freedom? How could |?” 


“| didn’t think.” Robert shook his head miserably. 


JD sighed. “You are such a fucking chauvinistic Hispanic 
male, Robert.” 


Despite himself, Robert smiled. “I’m a pig.” 


“Yes,” said JD, a small smile working its way onto his face. 
“Yes, you are.” 


“I’m sorry, Jay.” 


“I knew and I didn’t say anything, okay? | was just as 
culpable as you.” 


Robert leaned forward, elbows on knees, face in hands. He 
nodded. “Never again, Jay. 


l'Il save all my love for you, mi amor.” 


“Christ.” JD shook his head, eyes rolling to the ceiling. “| 
can’t believe that is turning me on.” 


Robert chuckled. 


“Jorge,” said JD. “Jorge had a name, Robert. He lived in our 
home.” 


“It wasn’t until after you left, Jay. l-I swear.” 
“Please look at me and say that, Bobby.” 


Robert looked up at JD. “I swear,” he whispered. “On...on my 
brother’s grave, | swear it, mi amor. You had been gone 


three months. I...was crazy.” 
“Mr. Lemos ” 

? 

. 


Robe t had fallen asleep on his desk again. Days, weeks, 
hell, it had been over three 


months now, hadn't it, since JD had left, and Robert couldn’t 
even use work anymore to Amor en Retrogrado 
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escape the pain. He was losing it. He couldn’t concentrate, 
couldn’t sleep. Jorge’s gentle hands on his arm, urging him 
toward the bed. 


“Lie down Mr. Lemos, please. You are making yourself ill.” 


“No, | can’t.” He couldn’t lie down anywhere. The minute his 
body started to relax, the pain rose up in it. Jorge was 
practically pushing him down on the bed now, Robert 
fighting him weakly. 


“Hush.” That soft hand gently soothed his forehead, pushing 
him back onto the mattress. 


“No.” Robert clung to the man’s shoulders. “Don’t...| can’t, 
Jorge.” 


“I'll help you.” Jorge’s voice teased at his ear. “Just lay back, 
Roberto.” 


And those hands at his zipper. God, to be touched there. 
Robert closed his eyes and let his mind go blank while Jorge 


sucked him off. Sliding then into blessed unconsciousness, 
patting the silky head in thanks. 


“I'll be here when you wake,” promised Jorge. “I'll watch 
over you.” 


“| should have known better,” said Robert. “| never even 
talked to him about it.” 


“Jorge was crazy, Robert. You don’t fall in love with someone 
after having sex with them once.” 


“Į fell in love with you at first sight,” said Robert, his voice 
Shaking. “You had me at 


‘Cahmaz dahz.’” 


JD swallowed, blinking away the sudden brightness in his 
eyes. “Christ, Roberto,” he said, and then his cast thunked 
awkwardly and he was on his knees beside Robert’s chair, 
arms around him. “Love you, mi amor.” Head buried against 
Robert’s chest. 


Robert looped his arms around JD in a haze of disbelief. “Are 
we done talking?” 


“Just one more thing.” JD took a deep breath. “About the 
other men.” Robert stiffened all over. JD lifted his gaze to 
Robert’s, his eyes as dark and serious as they were during 
sex. “I need to tell you about some things.” 


“| don’t need to know, JD,” Robert interrupted hastily. 
“You should. And, Bobby, | need to tell you.” 


Robert made himself sit quietly while JD gathered his 
thoughts. 


“All those guys...” 

Robert swore softly. 

“Okay, for you, that is mild,” said JD, “but not helpful.” 
“Sorry.” 


“I’m sorry, too, Bobby. You know, all those nights | went out 
drinking? Didn’t come home?” 
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Robert’s blood felt hot and full of glass. He breathed in. Out. 
“Yes,” he said, the air burning in his throat. 


“| did that to hurt you.” 


Robert nodded. Clutching at JD and concentrating on not 
holding too tightly. Not jumping up and running away. Not 
screaming irrational, angry things. 


“But, | never...” JD made a frustrated noise. “I can’t believe 
it’s so hard to tell you this. | never cheated on you, Roberto. 
Never. l-I couldn’t, mi amor.” 


It was like somebody tilted the mirror and the whole room 
shifted to a strange angle. 


“What?” 


“I meant to, don’t get me wrong. Boy, | was going to show 
you, you great raging bull, you. But, when it came to it, | just 
couldn’t.” JD’s arms tightened around him. Through his 
shock, Robert could feel JD shaking. 


“1...” A dozen or more nights flashed through his head. Lying 
in bed, imagining JD 


with some man. Going slowly mad. “You...asshole,” Robert 
said. 


JD nodded. “Forgive me?” he whispered. 


“I don’t know,” Robert said slowly. He had a quick mind. But 
this was incredible. 


“Okay,” said JD, his voice tight. “Okay, | understand.” His 
arms released Robert. Robert hadn’t realized he was being 
held so tightly. 


“Wait.” Robert held onto him. “Why, JD?” 


“It pissed me off,” said JD. “That you could just fuck some 
man, like it was nothing. 


And that | couldn’t.” 
Sure, that made sense. 


“I,..whenever you came home late...” Blood suffused JD’s 
neck, rising to his face. 


“| know.” 


“No. You don’t know. It made me feel so fucking needy. So... 
stupid.” 


“JD, if you'd ever told me it bothered you that much...” 
“And admit that it hurt me.” 


Robert could feel his throat closing. All those years. “I would 
never hurt you, nagala. 


Never knowingly.” 
“How old were you your first time?” asked JD. 


Another kid in an alley. Scared they’d be seen. Not even 
sure what they were doing. 


He couldn’t remember his face, his name. “Maybe sixteen.” 
“You were my first.” 


Robert had known, of course. Or suspected. But hearing JD 
say those words just fell over him like a charm. “Mi nagala,” 
he breathed. 
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“Don’t. I’m not a fucking girl.” And there was that look. Jaw 
clenched, eyes narrowed. 


After fifteen years, Robert finally got that that was the look 
of a proud Irishman who was feeling vulnerable. 


“I never thought of you that way,” said Robert. “I always 
thought | was the helpless one. You...you were like an act of 
God, JD. You hit me like lightning. | was just trying to 
survive.” 


JD swallowed. “You, too. Like...sweeping down like some 
great bird of prey and just...so overwhelming, Bobby.” 


Robert had had no idea. He was too busy protecting himself 
from his own demons, to think about how it was all affecting 
JD. “We fell in love,” he said. “We were scared.” 


JD looked worried. “You were?” 


Robert let JD see the truth of it in his face. “Still am. | never 
fell in love before, either, JD. You were...are...it for me.” 


The darkness in JD’s eyes was arousal this time. “Kiss me, 
Bobby.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


They’d been smooching for awhile. JD still kneeling 
awkwardly on the floor, when one of them whispered “bed” 
into the kiss. Robert figured he’d never seen a man in a cast 
navigate a flight of stairs that quickly. 


Robert privately vowed to do a lot more of this “talking” 
thing with JD in the future, as it seemed to make his lover 
particularly horny. JD manhandled him, stripping clothes 
from Robert, his hands and mouth following, until he’d 
pushed Robert onto the bed and had climbed on top of him. 
Christ, JD’s prick was an iron rod poking into Robert’s 
stomach. 


“I really need to fuck you,” growled JD at his ear. “Are you 
going to let me do it?” 


Robert moaned some incoherent plea into JD’s hair. 


JD’s hand closed down around Robert’s cock, and began 
Sliding up and down. Robert gasped and fought the almost 
immediate need to come, foot jerking against the mattress. 


“Oh, God, look at you,” whispered JD, breath puffing on 
Robert’s neck. 


“Jay,” whimpered Robert, one hand finding JD’s shoulder 
and hanging on. 


“Yes, mi amor? Mi pollo, mi churro, mi...” 


JD rolled Robert onto his stomach, his palm slid down 
Robert’s spine slowly and worked its way over his ass, 
finding his balls again and tugging, his thumb rubbing 
Robert’s perineum, just missing his hole, until Robert was 
thrusting his ass in the air, arms spread across the mattress, 
chanting, “Jay, oh, God, Jay. Please, Yes. Make me come. | 
love you, baby. Please...” 


Jay’s lips on the back of his neck. The weight of his body 
holding him down. Robert groaned as the whole world 
stilled, steadied, filled with Jay. That fullness stretching him, 
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filling him, Jay’s voice in his ear, his hands on him. Sound 
popped like little caps in his ears. 


Then a wave of white water surged through him and it was 
over. He became aware of his heart beating, his breath 
Slowing. Jay still heavy on top of him, still hard inside of him, 
his whole body vibrating. Mouth at his ear. 


“God, Robert, did you come?” 
Robert was melted wax. “Mrrrr...” he said. 


JD was breathless. He wriggled and Robert felt his stiff 
presence inside him. 


“Oh, God, you’re still hard,” moaned Robert. 
“Fucking horny,” said JD. “Can’t get enough of you.” 


“Do it, baby. Make me feel it.” 


JD began moving again, almost immediately, hips like oiled 
pistons. The thick presence pumping over and over as if he 
was climbing up Robert’s spine. Robert could feel his balls 
filling again, as if drawing from some endless well. He 
groaned, deep in his gut, and climbed against the mattress, 
both feet moving. 


“Oh, Robert. Love...” whispered JD. His hips still shoving, 
gasps of breath and a kind of helpless catch in his voice. 
Flesh slapping, their combined moans, Robert could feel a 
second orgasm like a low electrical shock spreading through 
his pelvis and up his back, hot and almost painful. 


JD cried out, jerked hard one more time and then collapsed 
on top of Robert, breathing hard. JD very slowly withdrew 
himself, Turned Robert as gently as if he were a baby. Those 
long arms reeled him in and JD kissed him sloppily. 


Robert rolled against JD, feeling his shoulder under his head, 
his hand in his hair. He fell asleep to the sensation of JD 
petting him. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Robert considered that there should be a way to hang a DO 
NOT DISTURB sign on one’s life now and then. That not 
being an option, he rolled across JD and grabbed the ringing 
phone from the bedstand. 


“Lemos here.” 


“Good morning, Mr. Lemos.” Bill Turner’s voice was 
unnaturally cheery. 


“What’s happened?” said Robert, sitting up and looking for 
his glasses. “Is Gabe all right?” 


“Mr. Lara has given us a statement and he seems fine,” said 
Bill, as if surprised. “I called to speak to Mr. Ryan.” 


Robert held the phone out from his ear and looked at it. 
“Who is it?” asked JD, sleepily. 
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Robert quelled every impulse he had and lay the phone 
down gently next to JD. “It’s for you,” he said, rolling from 
the bed. “I’m taking a shower.” 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


When he came out, JD was sitting up in bed, his arms 
stretched across his knees, the phone hanging from his 
hand. “I’m going to an AA meeting,” he announced, 
watching Robert, “with Bill Turner.” 


Robert breathed. 
“Robert?” 


“I’m...glad you’re trying AA,” said Robert. “I like you sober, 
Jay.” He breathed. Fuck. 


“When is the meeting?” 


JD set the phone down, still watching Robert. “This 
afternoon?” He chewed at his lip, brows worried. 


“Sounds like a good idea,” said Robert. “It’s nice of...” Crap, 
he couldn’t say his name. 


“him to take you there.” 


JD watched him. 
Robert snatched up his robe. “lIl start the coffee.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Robert’s victory over the Green Monster was short lived. By 
that afternoon he was a basket case. 


Turner stood at the door looking dapper and wise-assed, and 
so fucking pleased with himself that Robert felt rage rippling 
over his skin in waves. 


He wasn’t going to be able to do this. 


“Bye, Robert.” JD leaned in to kiss him goodbye, but Robert 
grabbed his arm. 


“Can | talk to you?” 
“Sure.” JD followed Robert into the living room, wide-eyed. 


“Is this some sort of test?” asked Robert. “Cuz I’m going to 
flunk it.” 


JD went into coolly angry mode so fast it was like he’d been 
waiting for Robert to freak out. “I need friends, Robert.” 


“I know that.” Robert practiced the breathing thing that kept 
him from screaming insults in Spanish. “But why is Turner 
your friend?” 


“He offered to help...” 


“Why did he offer to help, JD?” Robert concentrated. “I have 
friends who don’t want to fuck me. Do you?” 


JD blinked. “Robert, that’s insulting.” 
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“Yes, it is. | apologize. But... You flirt, JD. | know you just 
want people to like you, but you flirt. You touch, you talk ina 
sexy voice, you look him up and down...” 


JD blinked again. | do? he thought. “I do. Crap.” 
“Just. All I’m asking is... Just.” 


“I'll try, Robert,” said JD. And he came into his arms and 
kissed him properly. Warmly with tongue and teeth and a 
little nip at his lip before he withdrew. “Will you stay home 
and wait for me, because repressing all that flirtatious 
behavior is gonna make me randy as a goat.” 


Robert couldn’t believe this. He really couldn’t. “Yeah,” he 
said huskily. They walked back to the door and JD waved 
one more time as Robert closed it. 


Bill gave the closed door a narrow look. “Trouble in 
paradise?” he asked, opening the passenger door for JD. 
Mocking smile on his lips. 


“God, that is so cliché, | can’t believe you said it,” said JD. 
He slid into the seat, ignoring Tanner’s proffered arm and 
using the car door for support. 


Tanner came around and got into the driver’s side. “It’s 
none of my business.” he said buckling his seat belt. “But if 
you need to talk about it...” 


JD leaned back in his seat and looked at Tanner through 
narrowed eyes. “What do you want from me, anyway, 
Detective?” 


“I thought you might want a friend.” 
JD smiled grimly. “You want to exchange casserole recipes?” 


“No. Really.” Tanner sat forward, lay his hand on JD’s. “A 
friend.” 


“I’m committed and monogamous,” pronounced JD, 
carefully withdrawing his hand. 


“Before the accident, you weren't even living together.” 
“We were having some trouble.” JD stared Tanner down. 


“But now everything is roses,” said Tanner. He looked up at 
the house where Robert could be clearly seen standing at 
the window watching them. “I can see that.” 


“Robert’s special,” said JD. “Not everybody gets him.” 
“But you do.” 
“I love him.” 


Tanner studied him. Then he smiled that cool little smile. “| 
don’t get it. Why do gay men want to play house like 
heteros?” 


“I’m not playing,” said JD. “This isn’t a game, Bill. Robert 
and | are going to grow old together. When we’re both 
toothless and bald, I’m going to look at him across a room 
and wish | could still get it up. Hey, miracles of modern 
science, maybe | still will.” 


Bill laughed. “Sounds like hell.” 


“We all choose our hells. Rather the devil | know than a 
series of fuck-buddies.” 
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Bill shrugged. “Well, then, what am | supposed to say? He’s 
a lucky guy.” 


JD shook his head, a wry grin on his face. “I’m the lucky 
one.” He tapped the dashboard. “So, do you still feel like 
taking me to the AA meeting?” 


Bill started the engine. “Of course. AA’s changed my life.” 
He flung his arm over the seatback so he could maneuver 
his car away from the curb. “Next time, maybe Lemos would 
like to join us.” 


JD dimpled, then covered his mouth with his hand. “He 
might like that.” 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Robert watched that damned detective obviously coming 
onto JD and did not run out the door and kick the windows of 
his car in. Or throw things. He did go into the kitchen and 
get himself a beer. 


He’d been trying not to drink in front of JD, but hell, he 
needed to take the edge off or his brain would explode. 


Everywhere he went in the house, he could hear clocks 
ticking. The TV made him nuts, his computer’s blinking clock 
gave him a migraine, and finally he sat on the back porch, 
letting the reds and pinks of his rose garden calm him 
somewhat while he polished off a six-pack. 


The meeting was over at 8:00 p.m. It would take maybe half 
an hour for Turner to drive JD home. Robert adjusted for 


time and knew that at around 8:45, he would lose his mind 
and start breaking things. 


At 8:05 his phone rang. “Lemos here.” 


“Bobby.” JD sounded excited. “I wanted you to know that 
we’re done here. Some of the guys wanted to go get pie.” 


Robert kept his lips closed by a supreme effort of will. 
“I told them I only want to go if you'll join us.” 


Robert nodded at the phone but finally got his mouth to 
open and something halfway respectable to come out. 
“Where?” 


JD gave him the address. 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Robert had a feeling of dread every mile of the drive to the 
IHOP. JD had called him from parties, ostensibly for a ride 
home, enough times that Robert never knew if he’d find his 
lover standing outside patiently waiting or inside against a 
wall with his tongue down somebody’s throat. 
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Okay, so things were supposedly different now, but his body 
didn’t know that. His body knew that they had done this 
hundreds of times before and at some point in the process 
came pain, adrenalin, pain, more adrenalin. His body was 
scared shitless. 


“Robert!” JD waved from the midst of a group of people. 
Well. Robert’s eyes scanned the group. At least they weren’t 


all horny young gay men wearing too tight Calvins. Men and 
women of different ages and economic conditions sat 
around. 


Turner was sitting practically on JD’s knee, but JD was 
ignoring him rather pointedly. 


Robert walked up and growled, “Turner.” The detective gave 
him a cool look. “You didn’t need to come all the way out 
here, Lemos,” he said. “I can drive Jay home.” 


“No,” said Robert. 

Turner blinked. 

“No,” Robert clarified carefully. “You can’t.” 
“Robert,” said JD, eyebrows worried. 


Robert huffed, muttered something about, “needing some 
air,” and left the restaurant. 


“Something wrong?” asked Bill with feigned innocence. 


JD gave him a narrow look. “You know,” he said thoughtfully. 
“You remind me a lot of myself at one time.” 


“Yeah, | see that,” said Bill. “You and me have a lot in 
common.” 


“Maybe someday you'll get your head out of your ass,” said 
JD. And he produced that dimple that let him get away with 
murder. “Just kidding.” 


Turner took the rebuff with that cynical smile. “Maybe,’ he 
Said. 


“Robert’s my hero,” said JD. “Every boy should have one. 
Excuse me, Lieutenant.” And he stood and followed Robert 
through the pneumatic doors. 


x OK OOK OK OX 


As JD emerged from the diner, pushing through the glass 
doors and coming toward Robert, his face all worry and 
hesitancy, Robert suddenly realized that JD had chosen him. 


Bad tempered. Jealous. Old. And still he’d chosen him. 


“Hey.” JD stopped a few feet away; leaning on his cane. “You 
ready to go home?” 


“I’m an ass,” Robert blurted. 


JD’s eyebrows jerked upward. Then he laughed. “Well, yeah. 
But that wasn’t my question.” 


They got into the truck somehow. Drove home. Robert 
stopped at a red light and breathed. Everything seemed so 
remarkable. Distinct. He could smell the café on JD. His 
cologne. That vanilla shampoo he used. The slightly rancid 
street smell from the wet parking lot pavement, and the 
burned oil smell of the heater. It all came to him as one rich, 
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existential moment. JD’s hand resting on the seat beside 
him. White skin and black hairs across his knuckles. His 
chewed fingernails. Robert’s hand slid over and into his. His 
warmth flowed into him as from an open circuit. Untapped, 
unstoppered. Pure Joseph Dominic Patrick Ryan. 


“Green light, babe.” 


Robert jerked alert again and carefully pushed down on the 
accelerator. 


“Should | be driving, Robert?” 


Robert dared to look at JD again. The halogen streetlights 
cast a light over his face that blurred the edges and 
sharpened the shadows. His eyes flashed bright blue as he 
laughed at him. Robert could see love coming out of him like 
light from the bulbs above. 


“We gonna make it, lover?” 
“Yes,” said Robert. 

They were going to make it. 
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Epilogue 


Christopher looked down at the caller ID on his phone and 
cursed. Okay, so he hadn’t blocked the number yet. And 
he’d kept the name in his contact list so he would know if it 
was Bill and know not to pick up. 


He slid the phone open. Opened his mouth. Nothing came 
out. 


“Hello?” asked Bill. His voice sounded weird, so he cleared 
his throat and tried again. 


“Hello, Chris?” 


“Christopher.” Bill heard the man’s voice over the line. “1 
hate Chris.” 


“Right,” said Bill. “Sorry.” He took a breath. “I’m sorry,” he 
said. And then he clapped his lips shut and tried to hang 
onto the phone with a hand that had suddenly gone damp. 


Christopher tried to think of all the reasons why he had 
decided this conversation would never take place. He 
couldn't recall one. “How have you been?” he asked. 


“Fine,” said Bill immediately. “Okay, not so fine.” He bit his 
lip and grimaced. 


“Oh,” said Christopher. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 


“Yeah,” said Bill. He shut his eyes and took a deep breath. 
“1...” Christ. Bill had a cigarette out and was patting his 

pockets looking for a lighter in something of a panic. “So, | 
was thinking...” he said around the cigarette. Not finding a 


match or a lighter, he gave up and removed the cigarette 
from his mouth. “Would you...um. What do you eat?” 


Christopher actually smiled. It was a sweet, compassionate 
smile and Bill would have died if he’d seen it. “Anything’s 
fine,” he said. “I’m easy.” 


“Yeah, you say that,” said Bill. He fiddled with the cigarette 
enough to really destroy it and threw it to the ground. “You 
like seafood?” 


“| do.” 

“You want to eat seafood with me sometime?” 
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“Sure.” 

“How about tonight?” 

“Tonight.” 


“Or not,” said Bill immediately. “I mean, | Know it’s short 
notice and you probably have a lot to do with...with...” 


“Tonight is fine,” said Christopher gently. 

“Oh.” Bill sighed. “Okay, good. Um, l'Il pick you up?” 
“Sure.” 

“Okay then. l'Il, uh, see you then. Around six?” 


“I'll see you.” 


“Okay. Good. Bye, Christopher.” And Bill disconnected. 
Jammed a new cigarette in his mouth, found the lighter this 
time, and lit it. Fuck. His hand was fucking shaking. 


Christopher slid his phone shut and smiled. 


= OK 


Glossary of common Caló and Hispanic Words and Phrases 
Caló (also Known as Pachuco) is an argot or slang of 
Mexican Spanish initially spoken in the first half of the 
twentieth century in the southwestern United States by 
members of the zoot suit or Pachuco culture. Some Caló 
words are now used regularly in American English, 
especially in the southwestern United States, and some 
words have been absorbed into common Mexican slang. It is 
the slang of the Hispanic street culture, and as some of the 
characters in this story started off there, it is a language 
that comes naturally to them, and is intrinsic to their 
personalities. 


Agua -- extremely derogatory slang for effeminate gay men 
or transvestites; lit. water Alzado marica -- stuck-up queer 


Bato loco -- crazy guys 
Carajo grande -- big dick 


Chorizo, churro -- foods that are longer than they are wide; a 
term used to describe one’s penis 


Cómo es su madre -- how is your mother? 
Deseo culear -- | want to fuck you 


Deseo dar candela por el culo -- | want to perform anal sex 
with you (Sounds sexier in Spanish, doesn’t it?) 


Diablito -- little devil; a term used to describe one’s penis 
Elote -- lit. eggplant (which is why Robert laughs when JD 
refers to his penis as “mi elote”) 


Gringo -- white person, not Hispanic 
Hermano -- brother 
Huevos grande -- big balls; lit. big eggs 


Machete -- exactly what you think, also used to describe 
one’s penis, “my sword” 


Marcena -- faggot 

Mierde -- shit, also used as an exclamation 
Mi familia est bueno -- my family is well 
No sé -- | don’t know 


Nunca he tomado -- I’m a virgin; lit. I've never been taken 
Pendejo -- general pejorative meaning 
stupid/crazing/fucking Petiso de mierda -- piece of shit 


Pinche -- damn/fucking (insert object/person) asshole 


NJTHE ENDS 


Pirujo -- slutty faggot; from piruja, meaning an uninhibited 
young woman Polla -- chicken 





Puto chapero -- cock-sucking whore 


Puto marcena -- faggot whore 


Resto del Dios su Alms -- may he rest in peace Simon -- hell, 
yeah! 


Soy babosa -- I’m an idiot 

Tejas -- Texas 

Tota -- joint, marijuana (usually) cigarette 
Tumbarselas -- sex; lit. knocking boots 
Volviendo loco -- driving me crazy 

Ya estufas -- see ya later 
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